
�� ���������������� �	�����
�����
�
�����
���������������������������
���
�������
������ �������� �������
������������������ ����������
�� �������������������������� �������������������������� �
���
������ ���� �� �
���� ������

������������

�	 �
���������
���� �
���������������� �����
�����


������������������

��������

����������������������

������������������ ���� ���� �����������
������

������������

�� ������������������� �����! �����������"�����
������� �����! �����
�����#������������

������

10.25904/1912/2395

�$���"�������������
�����! ������

���������
���������������%���������������������������"�����������������������������������
���������������������
�������������������%�������&

�� ���%�������
���������������!

http://hdl.handle.net/10072/366976

�' �����������������$�������
���������(����������
https://research-repository.griffith.edu.au

http://dx.doi.org/10.25904/1912/2395
http://hdl.handle.net/10072/366976
https://research-repository.griffith.edu.au


 

 

 

Offence Specialization and Versatility in Men 

Convicted of Sexual Offences and Referred for 

Civil Commitment  

 

Danielle Arlanda Harris BA (Hons), MA 

 
 

Department of Criminology and Criminal Justice 
 

Griffith University 
 
 

Submitted in fulfillment of the requirements of the  
degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

 
 
 
 

April 2008 
 

 
 
 



 ii



 

Abstract 

It has long been recognized that, while many offenders have only a limited or 

occasional involvement in crime, a small group of persistent offenders is responsible 

for a disproportionately large volume of crime. The question of whether persistent 

offenders repeatedly engage in a particular type of crime (offence specialization) or 

commit a diverse range of offences (offence versatility) has in turn generated 

considerable research attention. Persistent offenders have generally been found to be 

versatile in their criminal activity, although offence specialization has also been 

observed to varying degrees for certain offence types. Persistence and offence 

specialization are implied in much of the existing theoretical and empirical literature 

on sexual offending, but researchers have only recently begun to systematically test 

these assumptions.  

The present thesis presents three empirical studies that together aim to 

contribute to emerging knowledge concerning offence specialization and versatility 

among sexual offenders. All three studies are based on a sample of 566 sexual 

offenders who were referred to the Massachusetts Treatment Center for Sexually 

Dangerous Persons (MTC) in Bridgewater, Massachusetts between 1959 and 1984. 

Approximately half (n = 315) (the ‘observed’ group) were assessed as not sexually 

dangerous, and released either into the community or back into prison to serve the 

remainder of their sentence. The remainder (n = 251) (the ‘committed’ group) were 

adjudged to be sexually dangerous, civilly committed, and eventually released. 

Criminal histories, MTC assessment data, and post-release recidivism data were 

obtained.  

The aim of the first study was to examine the extent of offence specialization 

and versatility in these offenders’ officially recorded criminal histories. Two measures 
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of offence specialization were utilized: the Specialization Threshold and the Diversity 

Index. A clear pattern of offence versatility emerged across the sample as a whole; 

however child molesters were significantly more likely than rapists to specialize in 

sexual offending. There were no differences between committed and observed 

offenders. 

The focus of Study 2 was on the offenders’ post-release offending. Recidivism 

outcomes were compared by referral status (observed vs committed) and offender 

classification (e.g. rapist vs child molester). Again, offence versatility was the 

predominant pattern observed in the recidivism data. Committed offenders were 

significantly more likely than observed offenders to re-offend sexually. No 

differences were found between rapists and child molesters with respect to recidivism 

rates or post-release offence specialization.  

Although a predominant pattern of offence versatility emerged in Studies 1 

and 2, concerns remained that these general findings may conceal a proportionally 

small group of highly specialized sexual offenders. The aim of Study 3 was to 

examine whether such a group could be identified on the basis of their offending 

‘careers’, and if so whether these highly specialized sexual offenders differed from 

the rest of the sample in theoretically meaningful ways. A small, highly specialized 

group (n = 66) was identified. These specialized offenders were less likely than the 

rest of the sample to abuse substances, experience school difficulties and employment 

problems, and to reoffend upon release, and were more likely to abuse known victims, 

related victims, and male victims, and to exhibit emotional congruence with children. 

Early age of onset for nonsexual offending predicted persistence and versatility. Early 

onset of both sexual and nonsexual offending was associated with elementary school 

problems, substance abuse, employment problems, and psychopathy. 
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Taken together, the findings of these three studies indicate that a pattern of 

sexual offence specialization can be identified, but that this offence specialization is 

positioned within a much more predominant pattern of offence versatility. Although 

these findings are consistent with conventional criminological research, they 

challenge key assumptions implicit within the sexual offending literature and call into 

question the efficacy of many universal and selective crime control policies designed 

to exclusively target sexual offenders (e.g. mandatory specialized treatment, offender 

registration; community notification; residency and other restrictions; and civil 

commitment). It is concluded that a more objective, evidence-based approach is 

needed to guide criminal justice and other policies concerning sexual offending.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The political and social ‘profile’ of the sexual offender has become more 

visible in recent years. While public concern about sexual violence has increased, so 

too have rates of disclosure of abuse. This has led to more frequent and aggressive 

prosecution of sexual offenders (La Fond, 2000). Special legislative initiatives aimed 

at sexual offenders have also increased, catalysed by a small number of events that 

received extraordinary media attention (Lacombe, 2008; La Fond, 2000; Simon, 

1997a). 

The perceived existence of an identifiable group of persistent, dangerous, and 

apparently sexually deviant offenders has contributed to a belief that any man who 

rapes a woman or abuses a child will continue to do so in a planned, specialized, and 

repetitive way (Miner, 2007; Simon, 2000; Zimring, Piquero, & Jennings, 2007). 

Meanwhile, almost no other type of offender is viewed in this way. Rather, they are 

considered to be criminally versatile and show no specific predilection for one crime 

over another. Although the question of specialization and versatility could be settled 

empirically, research is yet to sufficiently test these assumptions for sexual offenders.  

The objective of this thesis is to assess the value of the specialization assumption 

within the context of sexual offending. Specifically, the focus of the thesis is a sample 

of adult male sexual offenders who were referred for civil commitment to a secure 

treatment facility in Massachusetts between 1959 and 1983.  

This chapter contains an outline of the two general offending dimensions of 

versatility and specialization, paying particular attention to sexual offending. An 

overview will be presented of both perspectives with a brief comment on the relevant 

findings of available research. The aims and objectives of the thesis will be introduced 

as will the research questions of the studies within. A short review of the pertinent 
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policy implications that transpire from each of these dimensions will also be provided. 

Finally, the contents of the remaining chapters of the thesis will be outlined.   

 

1.1 The Dimensions of Specialization and Versatility among Sexual Offenders 

There is an implicit assumption inherent in the field of research on sexual 

offending that men who commit sexual offences are different from conventional or 

nonsexual criminals. This perspective holds that sexual offenders commit sexual 

offences persistently and exclusively (or at least predominantly) throughout their 

criminal careers (Simon, 1997a; Simon, 1997b; Zimring, et al., 2007) and also 

assumes that these offenders have a detectable degree of sexually deviant arousal. The 

alternative viewpoint, more common to general criminology, regards those who 

commit sexual offences (like those who commit any other offence) as versatile 

criminals who engage in many different types of crime indiscriminately (Gottfredson 

& Hirschi, 1990).   

 

1.1.1 The Specialist Perspective  

Offence specialization is a key element of the criminal career paradigm (Britt, 

1996) and is defined as “the tendency to repeat the same offence type on successive 

arrests” (Blumstein, Cohen, Roth, & Visher, 1986, p. 81). It is believed that specialist 

offenders “become proficient at one crime, which they commit exclusively and at a 

high rate” (Peterson & Braiker, in Simon 1994, p. 231). As a consequence, Britt 

(1994a) proposed that it should be possible to predict any particular arrest throughout 

an individual’s criminal career based on their most recent prior arrest.  

The concept of specialization (for general criminals) was first considered in 

1926 by Healy and Bronner (in Kempf, 1986). After researchers instead found 
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evidence of versatility, the notion was shelved for decades. However, as Gottfredson 

and Hirschi (1990) have observed, books are written, research projects are 

undertaken, and theories are constructed, all with an assumption that offenders 

specialize in their offending. They explain that despite clear evidence to the contrary, 

the trend has survived because of the political currency in devising policies and 

programs for specific offenders such as drug offenders, shoplifters, white-collar 

criminals, and child molesters (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990). The suitability of this 

perspective for sexual offenders in general has so far been largely taken for granted 

and only recently have researchers begun to question it. The fact that the studies in 

this thesis examine a sample of civilly committed participants provides an excellent 

opportunity to test this assumption empirically. Nowhere is there likely to be a more 

apparently specialist and persistent population than in a purpose-built treatment 

facility for sexual offenders.  

 

1.1.2 The Versatile Perspective  

Since the publication of Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (1990) General Theory of 

Crime, the idea of a common construct of deviance has gained widespread theoretical 

and empirical support (Lussier, LeBlanc, & Proulx, 2005b). Rejecting the notion of 

offence specialization (and therefore, crime-specific theories), this view defines all 

crimes as “acts of force or fraud undertaken in pursuit of self-interest” (Gottfredson & 

Hirschi, 1990, p. 15). Challenging the sensationalised portrayal of crime by the media, 

Gottfredson and Hirschi also contend that crime is “largely petty, typically not 

completed, and usually of little lasting or substantial benefit to the offender” (p. 21). 

An important component of this theory is the hedonistic nature and impulsiveness of 
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offending behaviour, where short term gratification is pursued at the perceived cost of 

long term negative consequences (Lussier et al., 2005b). 

Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) claim that all crimes are alike and propose that 

any distinction between them (such as trivial or serious; instrumental or expressive; or 

victim or victimless) is irrelevant and misleading. It would follow that distinguishing 

between sexual and nonsexual offending is an equally futile endeavour. Offenders are 

thought to participate in a broad array of immediately pleasurable activities (Simon, 

1997a). The degree to which sexual offending fulfils this description of offending 

remains to be seen. The versatile perspective would consider a sexual offence to be 

one such activity, committed within a much larger array of conventional (nonsexual) 

crimes. The present thesis examines the value and relevance of this position for sexual 

offenders. 

 

1.2 Implications of Specialization for Sexual Offenders 

Individuals who are identified as sexual offenders are subjected to more 

discretionary decisions made by the criminal justice system than almost any other 

type of criminal (Janus & Walbek, 2000; Lieb, Quinsey, & Berliner, 1998; Simon, 

1997a). Such decisions include determining the appropriate criminal sentence, 

determining the modality and intensity of treatment, deciding whether and when to 

grant parole, deciding whether lifetime probation and supervision are required, 

assessing the need for civil commitment, and judging the need and the level of 

community notification. The efficacy of this decision-making is directly related to 

estimations of and judgements about an individual’s dangerousness and their 

perceived risk of re-offence. 
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Decisions that are made at every stage of an individual’s journey through the 

criminal justice system are informed by our knowledge of crime patterns (Guerette, 

Stenius, & McGloin, 2004). Crime specific policies have already been aimed at drug 

related offenders, white-collar criminals, shoplifters (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990), 

and more recently, domestic batterers (Simon, 1997b). But this experience is perhaps 

most pronounced in the case of extra-familial child molesters. Important theoretical 

and policy implications will emerge from a more thorough examination of the 

empirical evidence of specialization and versatility among men who have been 

convicted of sexual offences.  This thesis provides such an evaluation and refers 

directly to these policy-related concerns.  

If offenders do specialize in the types of crime they commit then it makes 

sense for policy to be tailored towards specific individuals who have been determined 

likely to participate in a particular crime (Mazerolle, Brame, Paternoster, Piquero, & 

Dean, 2000; Williams & Arnold, 2002). In this way, “crime specific incarceration 

policies—such as those directed at repeat violent offenders—would have large 

impacts on the incidence of specific crime types—such as violent crime” (Lattimore, 

Vishner, & Linster, 1994, p. 292). If knowledge of prior offences could actually 

predict subsequent criminal events, then the identification of specialized offenders 

would certainly be useful in criminal justice decision making and relevant law 

enforcement policies (Farrington, Snyder, & Finnegan, 1988; Lattimore et al., 1994; 

Stander, Farrington, Hill, & Altham, 1989). 

If, on the other hand, offenders are predominantly versatile, crime specific 

policies would have less impact (Lattimore et al., 1994).  It follows that “the 

incarceration of serious violent offenders will not be very effective in preventing 

serious violent offences” (Farrington et al., 1988, p. 463). In this scenario, crime 
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control programs might have a “spill-over” effect at reducing crime more generally 

(Mazerolle et al., 2000). If versatility is the standard offending tendency, a re-

evaluation of many legislative initiatives and policies already in place might be 

necessary. Such initiatives, “fuelled by the assumption of specialization” (Simon, 

1997b, p. 2) have evolved to cater to a sexual offender population that might not 

actually exist. 

 

1.3 Thesis Rationale and Thesis Aims 

The truth or falsity of the claims of specialization or versatility has wide-

reaching implications for theoretical criminology, the criminal justice system, 

offenders, and the broader community. Decision making at all levels of the criminal 

justice system should be grounded firmly in methodologically sound empirical 

research. The present thesis is timely given the revival of interest in the criminal 

career dimensions of onset, specialization, and persistence and the increased attention 

paid to sexual offenders. The global aim of this thesis is:  

 

To explore the extent of versatility and specialization in the criminal careers of 

men who have been convicted of sexual offences.  

 

Study 1 includes a thorough review of specialization and versatility within the 

officially recorded criminal histories of a sample of 572 men convicted of sexual 

offences and referred for civil commitment. Next, Study 2 reviews recidivism records 

to measure the same offending dimensions in the post-release offending of the same 

sample.  
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Having established the degree to which the men in the sample have specialized 

or versatile criminal records, Study 3 searches for characteristics that distinguish 

between them. Here, highly specialized offenders are compared to four groups of 

offenders arranged by combinations of their age of onset for sexual and for nonsexual 

offending. These groups include: early sexual/early nonsexual; early sexual/late 

nonsexual; late sexual/early nonsexual and; late sexual/late nonsexual.  

 

1.4 Scope of the Study 

This thesis explores the dimensions of specialization and versatility within the 

context of sexual offending. Specialization is defined as “the extent to which an 

offender tends to repeat the same specific offence or offence type on successive 

criminal events” (Paternoster, Brame, Piquero, Mazzerolle, & Dean, 1998, p. 133). In 

the subsequent analysis specialization is measured in sexual offending generally, as 

well as in rape and child molestation specifically. A sexual offence is generally 

defined as any sexually motivated assault involving physical contact with the victim 

(Baxter, Marshall, Barbaree, Davidson, & Malcolm, 1984). Noncontact sexual 

offences (such as lewdness or indecent exposure) are included as a subcategory.  

According to common usage, the phrase “sexual offender” implies that an 

individual has committed more than one offence of a sexual nature and is likely a 

persistent and dangerous person (Simon, 2000). However, it is understood that for 

some individuals, their index offence is their first offence, and that this label is 

therefore particularly and unjustly stigmatising. Further, some individuals might have 

committed a broad range of different types of crimes, but are still labelled “sexual 

offenders” because of the nature of their most serious offence or simply their most 

recent offence (Simon, 1997a).  
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For want of a better phrase, “sexual offender” is used throughout this thesis to 

label an individual who has been convicted of at least one sexual offence. Further, in 

the absence of better titles, “rape”, “child molestation”, and “incest” are also 

employed as descriptors for the offence classification groups to which an offender 

belongs. These offence delineations are consistent within the field of research on 

sexual offending (Baxter et al., 1984). But the legitimacy of the use of these terms for 

every participant in the sample remains to be seen. 

It is important to observe that the sample used throughout this thesis consists 

only of men because the institution at which the information was collected was a 

male-only treatment centre. It is well known that females also commit sexual offences 

against adults and children, albeit to a much lesser extent (estimates range from 

between 5% and 10% of all sexual offending) (Hislop, 2001; Saradjian, 1997; Elliott, 

1993). However, the focus of this study is on men exclusively and this is consistent 

with other research in the field.  

 

1.5 Outline of Thesis  

In Chapter 2 the dominant theories that have been constructed to explain 

sexual offending will be described. Relevant criminological and psychological 

perspectives are introduced, and a discussion of the similarities, differences, and 

applicability of each to the dimensions of specialization and versatility is included. 

Theories are arranged in three sections: the first reviews two perspectives that 

explicitly predict versatility; the second considers two theories that assume offence 

specialization; and, the third describes a single developmental approach that accounts 

for both tendencies.  
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The focus in Chapter 3 is on existing operationalisations of specialization. The 

Specialization Threshold, the Forward Specialization Coefficient, and the Diversity 

Index will be explained. Some of the methodological considerations that are relevant 

to this thesis will be highlighted and a justification will be offered for a number of 

decisions that are made over the course of the three studies. This chapter also provides 

a necessary foundation from which to assess the empirical evidence that is laid out in 

the subsequent chapter.  

Relevant international research is drawn upon in Chapter 4 and a review is 

provided of the empirical evidence in support of both the specialization and the 

versatility positions. Applicable criminological research is outlined as well as the 

predominantly psychological literature that explores sexual offending. Specialization 

within sexual offending is also described, and a discussion of the theoretical and 

empirical distinctions between rapists, extra-familial child molesters, and incest 

offenders is included. The second part of Chapter 4 provides a review of the body of 

knowledge regarding recidivism and sexual offending, and finally, age of onset. The 

way in which these two components are thought to intersect with the dimensions of 

specialization and versatility for sexual offending is also discussed. This offers an 

appropriate foundation for the following three analytical chapters.  

Chapters 5, 6, and 7 each contain the methods, procedures, and results of 

Study 1, Study 2, and Study 3, respectively.  Study 1 employs multiple measures of 

specialization to determine the extent of offence specialization in the criminal 

histories of a sample of men convicted of sexual offences and referred for civil 

commitment. Study 2 takes the official records of the same participants and explores 

the likelihood, nature, and extent of recidivism as well as offence specialization in 

post-release offending. Study 3 addresses the beginning of the criminal career by 
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exploring age of onset in more detail. Here, elements that stem from the theoretical 

perspectives in Chapter 2 are included and used (with age of onset) to distinguish 

between offender groups.  

Finally, Chapter 8 contains a discussion of the results of each study and a 

review of their limitations. A thorough discussion of the relevant theoretical and 

practical implications that extend from the analytical findings is presented with 

particular attention paid to the current international political landscape and how it 

relates to the experiences of sexual offenders of the criminal justice system. 

Recommendations for the directions of future research conclude that chapter.  
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2. THEORIES OF SEXUAL OFFENDING  

The development of theory on sexual offending remains in its adolescence 

(Marshall & Laws, 2003).  So far, it has drawn inconsistently from clinical 

psychology, psychiatry, and social work. These disciplines are so strongly focused on 

treatment that there has been comparatively little attention paid to theory construction, 

beyond what might be helpful in guiding therapeutic interventions with sexual 

offenders (Ward & Siegert, 2002). An emphasis on individual difference and sexual 

deviance has led to the creation of many multi-factorial theories to explain sexual 

offending (Ward & Hudson, 1998).  This eclectic pursuit for predictive factors has left 

no distinct cohesive theory available to guide research or treatment (Blackburn, 1993; 

Quackenbush, 2003; Ward & Hudson, 2001).  

Sexual offending research has so far taken place “outside the context of 

criminology and general criminal offending” (Simon, 2000, p. 277). Meanwhile, 

traditional criminology is skeptical of offence-specific explanations, and has therefore 

paid little attention to research on sexual offending (Lussier, Proulx, & LeBlanc, 

2005a).  Criminology’s reluctance to discuss sexual offenders as a distinct population 

has been attributed to its inability to reconcile such crimes within its sociological 

framework of offending (Simon, 2000).  Further, criminologists tend to view sexual 

offending as an individual pathology which is both beyond its purview and 

inconsistent with its foundations (Meloy, 2005). Soothill, Francis, Sanderson, and 

Ackerley (2000) have observed a kind of criminal apartheid emerging between 

criminology, which favours generic approaches, and psychology, where sexual crimes 

have been set apart from other types of criminal behaviour. A sound theoretical 

explanation of sexual offending that incorporates criminological perspectives is 
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clearly needed (Cleary, 2004; Meloy, 2005; Parkinson, Shrimpton, Oates, Swanston, 

& O’Toole, 2004; Simon, 2000). 

Our theoretical comprehension of the offending dimensions of specialization 

and versatility is also incomplete. Theories exist that speak to either tendency but it is 

unclear whether both specialization and versatility can be accounted for by a single 

perspective. This chapter uses a selection of theoretical explanations of sexual as well 

as general offending to address this issue. Traditional theories that seek to explain 

generic crime tend to assume versatility. These theories will be juxtaposed with those 

generated to explain sexual offending, which tend to focus instead on specialization. 

The two main questions guiding this exploration are: whether sexual offending 

warrants a specific theoretical explanation or can be explained adequately by general 

criminological theories; and, whether a single theory can adequately explain both 

specialization and versatility in offending. This chapter sheds more light on these 

important questions. 

 

2.1 Sexual Offending and Theory Development 

Although sexual offending is often referred to as a distinct type of crime, 

sexual offenders themselves are almost universally regarded as a heterogeneous 

population (Parkinson et al., 2004). Research indicates wide diversity across a range 

of factors including personal characteristics, life experiences, and sexual and criminal 

histories (Ward, Polaschek, & Beech, 2006). Furthermore, there might be a true 

population difference between rapists and child molesters (Cleary, 2004) and to a 

lesser (or somewhat less researched) extent, between extra-familial child molesters 

and incest offenders. Mixed or ‘crossover’ offenders with both adult and child victims 

or both related and unrelated victims present yet another dimension to be considered 
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(Quackenbush, 2003; Lussier & Proulx, 2006). Taxonomic approaches that separate 

samples in this way have likely perpetuated the assumption of specialization, thus 

hampering the construction of more general theory in the field (Smallbone, Marshall, 

& Wortley, 2008; Quackenbush, 2003).  

So far the predominant explanations of sexual offending have included 

abstract typological descriptions (Hall & Hirschman, 1991) and empirically-derived 

classificatory systems (Knight & Prentky, 1990). These methods, mostly employed by 

psychologists, “zoom in” on heterogeneity, creating numerous groups to which 

individuals belong (Blackburn, 1993; Brown & Forth, 1997). The most significant 

example of this approach is the Massachusetts Treatment Center Rapist (MTC:R3) 

and Child Molester (MTC:CM3) classification schemes (Knight & Prentky, 1990). 

The former yields nine types of rapists and the latter allows the theoretical possibility 

of 24 types of extra-familial child molesters (excluding incest offenders) (Fisher & 

Mair, 1998; Knight & Prentky, 1990; Ward et al., 2006).  

A second way to make sense of offence heterogeneity is to “zoom out” and 

construct general theoretical models that accommodate several different variables and 

pertain to all members of the larger group. Accordingly, criminologists seek 

explanations of individual behaviour in sub-cultural norms and societal controls 

(Schwartz & Cellini, 1996). They explore how and in what ways certain social 

structures provide conditions for human action (Blackburn, 1993). A selection of 

theoretical perspectives that reflects both of these approaches is discussed below.  

 

2.2 Theories of Offence Versatility and Specialization 

The offending dimensions of offence specialization and versatility are 

understood separately and mostly on an empirical level (Youngs, 2006). It is therefore 
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necessary to situate both tendencies within a meaningful theoretical context. 

Theoretical applications tend to take either a general or a crime specific focus 

(Piquero, 2000). The objective of this chapter is to further our understanding of the 

processes that produce either specialist or versatile offending and to assess the 

possibility of a single theoretical perspective that can account for both dimensions.  

Theories that predict versatility are described within the context of opportunity 

and control and will be discussed first. Later, those perspectives that take a crime-

specific focus will be reviewed. Theories that assume specialization are described in 

two parts; perspectives that emphasize learning experiences and those that emphasise 

motivation and incentives. Finally, an existing theoretical framework is borrowed 

from developmental criminology and proposed to apply to sexual offending. The 

utility of this in explaining the offending behaviour of the present sample of sexual 

offenders will be revisited in later chapters. 

 

2.2.1 Theories that Predict Versatility  

The General Theory of Crime (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990) remains one of 

the most influential perspectives to emerge from criminology and is instantly 

recognizable as the strongest proponent of the “generality of deviance”. The second 

theory originates from the psychological literature on sexual offending and is viewed 

here as a special application of Gottfredson and Hirschi’s more generic perspective to 

a particular offender population. Because it neither precludes versatility nor assumes 

specialization, the Integrated Theory of Sexual Offending (Marshall & Barbaree, 

1990) represents an innovative departure for the field of sexual abuse research. Both 

of these theories are discussed in this section. 
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The General Theory of Crime. Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (1990) position on 

specialization and versatility is unambiguous: “offenders tend to be versatile, not only 

in committing several types of crimes but also in committing several types of 

antisocial behaviour” (Gottfredson, 2006, p. 83). Although he appreciates that a 

degree of specialization has been detected in some samples, Gottfredson (2006) 

recently commented that in light of continued empirical findings of versatility, the 

importance of this offending pattern cannot be overstated. 

The General Theory of Crime has since generated much debate among 

criminologists and has attracted both praise and criticism for its simplicity (Vold, 

Bernard, & Snipes, 2002). The theory views crime as the product of low self-control 

and opportunity (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990). The authors “assume that humans are 

essentially conforming and deviate only when pressured into doing so by societal 

influences” (Blackburn, 1993, p. 88). For Gottfredson and Hirschi, low self-control 

creates a propensity to offend that cannot be expressed without the presence of the 

opportunity to do so (Cullen & Agnew, 2003). Because crimes are easy to commit and 

require little skill or planning, opportunities for crime are constantly seen to be 

available (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990).  

With specific regard to the question of versatility, Gottfredson and Hirschi 

(1990) have found that most “offenders commit a variety of criminal acts, with no 

strong inclination to pursue a specific criminal act or a pattern of criminal acts to the 

exclusion of others” (p. 91). They further predict that offenders will also participate in 

a broad array of other immediately pleasurable activities (Simon, 1997a). Such 

activities are seen to be analogous to crime and can therefore be explained as 

manifestations of low self control. These behaviours might include use and abuse of 

alcohol and drugs, reckless driving, unprotected sex, or truancy (Gottfredson & 
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Hirschi, 1990). Simon (1997a, 2000) has extended this list to include smoking 

cigarettes, absenteeism at work, unstable employment, and marital instability.  

Testing the General Theory of Crime with Sexual Offenders. It is helpful to 

establish the extent to which the General Theory of Crime (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 

1990) can explain sexual offending. It is only recently that this generic and 

traditionally criminological perspective has been applied to samples of sexual 

offenders. This section of the chapter reviews relevant studies where sexual offenders 

have been viewed through this generic lens.  

Lussier, Proulx, and LeBlanc (2005a) proposed that sexual offending is simply 

a characteristic common to individuals with generally antisocial tendencies. Using 

structural equation modelling, they tested the utility of three separate theoretical 

explanations of rape: a general criminal motivation, a sexual offending specific 

motivation, and a combination of the two. They concluded that the general conception 

of offending provided a sound explanation of sexual offending and that a specific 

model was unnecessary. This has also been confirmed in studies of juvenile sexual 

offender populations (Burton, Miller, & Shill, 2002; Burton & Meezan, 2004).  

Sexual offending contains clear similarities with other criminal acts committed 

in the pursuit of hedonism (Simon, 1997a, 2000). Akin to Gottfredson and Hirschi’s 

(1990) description of crime and analogous behaviours, some sexual acts are thrilling, 

easy, and require little thought or planning. Hanson (2002) has similarly concluded 

that, in addition to sexual deviance, variables such as low self-control, criminal 

lifestyle, impulsivity, and opportunity are important factors associated with sexual 

offending. 

 Cleary (2004) recently assessed the applicability of Gottfredson and Hirschi’s 

(1990) theory to sexual offending. She compared treated sexual offenders (N = 118), 
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untreated sexual offenders (N = 83), and nonsexual offenders (N = 94). From in-depth 

interviews she found support for the generality of deviance among sexual offenders. 

The sexual offenders in her study indeed reflected Gottfredson and Hirschi’s 

predictions regarding analogous behaviours. That is, they were more likely than not to 

engage in acts such as “smoking, drinking, gambling, using drugs, involvement in 

accidents, promiscuity, and having children out of wedlock” (Cleary, 2004, p. 5).  

Existing sexual offender classification schemes (Knight & Prentky, 1990) 

indicate that rapists are criminally versatile and that child molesters are more 

specialized in their offending (Cleary, 2004). This has been tested and supported 

empirically (Cleary, 2004; Prentky & Knight, 1993). Stevens (1994) concluded that 

his sample of predatory rapists resembled Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (1990) 

impression of offenders because they had committed various property crimes and 

nonsexual violent crimes (in addition to their index offences of rape). Similarly, 

Hanson, Scott, and Steffy (1995) found that their sample of child molesters did not 

resemble Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (1990) predictions and differed significantly from 

the expectations of criminal versatility.  

Integrated Theory of Sexual Offending. Marshall and Barbaree (1990) 

combined developmental elements with situational and environmental factors to 

create an integrated explanation of sexual offending (Ward, 2002). The authors 

proposed that men are biologically equipped to learn to express their sexuality 

aggressively. They contend that “the acquisition of attitudes and behaviours during 

childhood set the stage for the developing male to respond to the sudden onset of 

strong desires characteristic of pubescence with a prosocial or an antisocial mental 

set” (Marshall & Barbaree, 1990, p. 260). Like Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990), they 

also illustrate the importance of parental attachment and argue that sexual offending is 
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more likely in individuals whose childhoods are characterized by poor parenting or 

poor socialization (Ward, 2002).  In the presence of these pre-existing variables, 

situational elements have the ultimate impact on sexual offending. Stress, 

intoxication, anger, presence of a potential victim, and belief that detection can be 

avoided are the most important situational variables (Marshall & Barbaree, 1990; 

Ward, 2002).  

Marshall and Barbaree’s (1990) contribution does not address the issue of 

specialization versus versatility directly. For them, sexual offending remains 

independent of other behaviours and therefore warrants a different explanation. They 

recognize that sexual offenders indeed have the capacity to be criminally versatile and 

do engage in an array of antisocial behaviours. This represents a significant variation 

from other theories constructed to explain sexual offending which have essentially 

ignored this aspect of criminality (e.g. Finkelhor, 1984). Ward et al. (2006) suggest 

that Marshall and Barbaree have in fact altered the theoretical landscape (within 

sexual abuse research) by simply acknowledging the component of nonsexual 

criminality. 

Like the critics of Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990), researchers have also 

argued that the Integrated Theory of Sexual Offending is too general (Ward & Siegert, 

2002). Their main criticism is that the Integrated Theory cannot account for important 

distinctions between types of sexual offenders (Ward, 2002). Drawing on typological 

traditions, Ward recommends that theorists should “develop more specific rather than 

general explanations” (p. 217). Influenced by the work of Gottfredson and Hirschi, 

the criminological tradition has been to do just the opposite.  
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2.2.2 Theories that Predict Specialization 

A second way of accounting for offending tendencies is to take a crime-

specific perspective. A number of theories discuss specialization explicitly, proposing 

that different crimes require different skills, involve different risks, or meet different 

needs (Cornish & Clarke, 1986; Piquero, 2000). Many of these perspectives do so 

within the context of social learning and development. Using these explanations, 

specialization is seen as a product of learning from: personal experiences during 

childhood (e.g. Laws & Marshall’s (1990) Conditioning Theory); from sub-cultural 

experiences during adolescence (Cloward & Ohlin’s (1960) Theory of Delinquent 

Gangs and Wolfgang & Ferracuti’s (1972) Sub-Cultural Theories); from observing 

other delinquents and mimicking their behaviour (Moffitt’s (1993) Dual Taxonomy 

Theory); from experiences within a specific social structural context (Colvin & 

Pauly’s (1983) Integrated Structural Marxist Theory); or from experiences that are 

reinforced by the development of motivations and incentives (Bandura’s (1986) 

Social Cognitive Theory). 

None of the theories that refer to offence specialization are able to predict 

what particular crime will be committed by a particular person. They simply explain 

offence specialization in the presence of a number of variables. So, an offender’s 

behaviour is only as specialized as his personal experience, individual motivation, or 

sub-cultural experience, for example. Two theories that take a crime-specific 

approach are examined in this section. Bandura’s (1986) Social Cognitive Theory is 

used to explain the role of motivation and Laws and Marshall’s (1990) Conditioning 

Theory is used to explain experiential learning for sexual offenders specifically. These 

two theories complement the previous discussion on versatile perspectives because of 

their focus on motivation and integrating variables. 
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Social Cognitive Theory. Theoretical explanations borrowed from psychology 

offer a clear insight into offence specialization. Bandura’s (1986) Social Cognitive 

Theory provides an important framework for understanding individual variation in 

behaviour. He explains an individual’s behaviour in terms of their exposure to social 

models, experience of punishment and experience of reinforcement. Each component 

can be mediated by various cognitive factors and processes (Bandura 1986). In her 

recent study of criminality, Youngs (2006) applied this thinking to offending patterns 

and saw offence specialization determined by one’s exposure to specific incentives 

that are reinforced by modelled behaviours.  

Bandura (1986) proposed seven distinct incentives for the full range of human 

conduct.1 Youngs (2006) focused on the three incentives most relevant to criminal 

behaviours: Monetary, Sensory, and Power/Status. The latter two motivations could 

be applied specifically to sexual offending. The Sensory incentive is satisfied by a 

stimulating and pleasurable experience and the Power/Status incentive explains one’s 

motivation to gain control over others (Youngs, 2006). Katz (1988) has further 

described that the sensory reward of a crime might be achieved simply because the act 

is a crime and not necessarily because it is stimulating, novel, or pleasurable. Any of 

these components can be directly connected to sexual offending. Sexual offending 

might provide certain outcome expectations that are encouraged by a similarly distinct 

selection of motivations. It might follow that the Sensory incentive is the most 

relevant for child molesters and that rapists are motivated by the Power/Status 

incentive.  

Conditioning Theory. Laws and Marshall’s (1990) Conditioning Theory 

provides a coherent explanation of specialization in sexual offending. Like other well 

                                                 
1 Primary, Sensory, Social, Monetary, Activity, Power/Status, Self-Evaluative  
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regarded theories of sexual abuse (such as Finkelhor’s (1984) Four Preconditions 

Model), Laws and Marshall (1990) do not preclude a sexual offender from being 

versatile. Instead, they simply do not make any reference to a sexual offender’s 

nonsexual offending. In this way, they seek to explain only how an individual with 

certain experiences will come to offend sexually. 

Conditioning Theory provides a theoretical basis for the deviant sexual 

preference hypothesis (Ward, et al., 2006). Although it has a specific sexual offender 

focus, the theory argues that sexual deviations are learned responses to possibly 

accidental experiences with sexually deviant behaviour (Laws & Marshall, 2003; 

McGuire, Carlisle & Young, 1965; Schwartz & Cellini, 1996; Ward, et al., 2006).  

Deviant arousal patterns are said to develop through the process of classical 

conditioning and the “elaborated use of deviant fantasy in masturbation” (Laws & 

Marshall, 1990, p. 226). This is likely a gradual process occurring during 

masturbation to a memory which need not have been sexually stimulating at the time 

of the initial experience (McGuire et al., 1965; Ward, et al., 2006). Classical 

conditioning describes the unconscious and “repetitious or traumatic pairing of 

sexuality and some negative experience [which] produces some type of intensive 

emotional response that distorts subsequent sexual gratification” (Schwartz & Cellini, 

1996, p. 14). This explains the unconscious compulsion to re-enact one’s own abuse 

to gain mastery over the experience (Blackburn, 1993; Graham, 1996; Worling, 1995) 

or to recreate the “same tragic conditions for pleasure” (Miller, 1999, p. 108). This 

has been supported empirically in samples of sexual offenders, particularly for 

juveniles (Ryan, 1989; Veneziano, Veneziano, & LeGrand, 2000; Worling, 1995). 
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2.2.3 A Theory of Versatility and Specialization 

Moffitt’s (1993) Developmental Taxonomy Theory creates a foundation from 

which it is possible to propose that both offending tendencies of versatility and 

specialization are valid and can be accounted for by a single perspective. Although 

this perspective has not been applied directly to sexual offending, its simultaneous 

attention to both versatility and specialization makes it particularly relevant for the 

present thesis.  

To Moffitt (1993), the presentation of delinquency masks “two distinct 

categories of individuals, each with a unique natural history and etiology” (p. 674). 

She constructed two separate but complementary theories to explain this observation 

and accounted for the criminal behaviour of each group.  The first described the 

delinquency of “adolescence-limited” offenders and the second described the more 

serious pattern of criminality engaged in by “life-course-persistent” offenders 

(Moffitt, 1993).  

Adolescence-limited offenders account for the vast majority (95%) of the 

offending population and their behavior is not considered particularly serious nor 

indicative of long-term involvement in crime (Moffitt, 1993). They are compelled to 

engage in delinquency as teenagers because of a maturity gap that they experience 

with older peers. Their offending behavior is short-lived, usually ending in early 

adulthood. They are considered specialists because their offences are mostly limited 

to trivial, nonviolent acts of delinquency (Moffitt, 1993; Piquero, 2000).  

Life-course-persistent offenders represent a much smaller proportion (5%) of 

the offending population and have an earlier age of onset, due in part to the interaction 

of neuropsychological problems and criminogenic environments (Moffitt, 1993). 

Their offending is versatile; they engage in a broad array of offences and do so at a 
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steady rate across their life span. Unlike the adolescence-limited group, the 

behaviours of the life-course-persistent group are considered much harder to change 

(Moffitt, 1993).  Empirical examinations have generally supported the existence of 

these two taxonomies (Moffitt, 1997; Moffitt, Caspi, Harrington, & Milne, 2002; 

Moffitt, 2006). 

 

2.3 Drawing Conclusions from Theory  

Three theoretical perspectives have been discussed: opportunity theories that 

predict versatility; motivation and learning theories that expect specialization; and a 

developmental theory that accounts for both versatility and specialization (although 

not in sexual offending specifically). The relevance of the third perspective for the 

present sample remains to be seen, but it might be constructive to apply this 

framework to sexual offending.  

Theories of sexual offending appear to be a logical place to start in the search 

for a theoretical perspective to explain the offending behaviour of the present sample. 

However, these perspectives have important limitations that need to be discussed. 

Theories of sexual offending fail to explain why apparently nonsexual needs come to 

be met in a sexual way (Ward et al., 2006). They also have the complementary 

problem of being unable to explain why someone who does have extensive deviant 

sexual interests and is biologically and socially “prepared” to offend in a sexual way, 

comes to commit nonsexual offences.  

Finkelhor (1984) argued that any theory in the field of sexual abuse research 

should be able to explain why an individual commits a sexual offence and not a 

nonsexual one. Further, with specific regard to child abuse, Parkinson et al. (2004) 

suggested that any theory of sexual offending against children must account for the 
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nonsexual crime committed by identified child molesters. Upon reviewing relevant 

theories of sexual offending, these might be unfair criticisms. Laws and Marshall 

(1990) for example, acknowledge that not all sexual offenders have deviant sexual 

preferences and declare without hesitation that theirs is “not an account which can 

explain the deviant sexual behaviour of those offenders who do not have extensive 

deviant interests” (p. 210, emphasis in original). Perhaps it amounts to the creation of 

a “straw man” to criticise their theory for failing to account for a “sexual offender’s” 

nonsexual offending. Regardless, it certainly raises an important limitation regarding 

the strength and scope of the collective body of theories of sexual offending.  

Two compelling empirical realities must be considered. First, it is known that 

not all sexual offenders present with deviant sexual preferences or deviant sexual 

arousal (Simon, 2000; Weinrott & Saylor, 1991). Second, it is known that many 

people who commit sexual offences also engage in considerable nonsexual criminal 

behaviour in addition to their sexual offending (Lussier, 2005; Parkinson et al., 2004; 

Simon, 2000; Weinrott & Saylor, 1991). What is missing from these theories is a 

sensible explanation of two realities: sexual offending by men without deviant sexual 

interests, and nonsexual offending committed by men who are explicitly considered 

“sexual offenders”.  

The gaps left by the theories described in this chapter lead the author to 

suggest that an additional theoretical explanation might be necessary to account for a 

larger proportion of sexual offences. This lays the foundations for the introduction of 

a new theoretical viewpoint. This viewpoint would place sexual offending within the 

broader context of general criminal activity engaged in by an offender. The discussion 

in Chapter 8 proposes that two separate but complementary theoretical perspectives 
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(borrowed from the framework established in Moffitt’s (1993) Dual Taxonomy 

Theory) will account for all sexual crime. 

 

2.4 Conclusion  

Sexual offences are usually understood within the context of deviant sexual 

arousal and paraphilia. But a more generic model would consider a sexual offence 

within the context of general criminality (Parkinson et al., 2004). Here, a sexual crime 

would be seen as an expression of general antisocial behavior that likely occurs rarely, 

and in a haphazard fashion within an offender’s criminal career (Burton & Meezan, 

2004; Tedeschi & Felson, 1994). Some researchers have concluded that generic 

models provide sufficient explanation of sexual offending and others hold that sexual 

offenders warrant more specific theoretical consideration.  

Unsurprisingly, a list of theoretically relevant variables that indicates either 

offending pattern does not exist. But, there are a number of components that are 

emphasized by the foregoing theories which can be applied to the present sample of 

sexual offenders. In particular, the negative outcomes or analogous behaviours 

(described by Gottfredson & Hirschi) and the variables which measure sexual 

deviance (described by Laws & Marshall) will be useful in that exploration.  

This chapter has shown that the propensity to offend can be understood by 

either general or specific perspectives. In particular, sexual offending can be 

understood as either an example of general crime, or as a special case requiring the 

presence of sexual deviance. The degree to which one specializes in a certain 

offending pattern is determined by how specific their experiences are. Put simply, 

experiences of sexual abuse, specific opportunities to offend sexually, or the presence 

of sensory motivations could all be seen to forecast sexual offending.  
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In the next chapter, the construct of offence specialization is described in 

detail and its operationalization in this thesis is discussed. So much of the available 

empirical evidence regarding offending tendencies is shaped to a large extent by 

methodological decisions. For this reason, it is crucial to evaluate these considerations 

before reviewing the empirical evidence itself.  
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3. OPERATIONALIZATION OF OFFENCE 
SPECIALIZATION 

It is essential to establish an appropriate definition of specialization. It has not 

yet been defined consistently and numerous separate measures of specialization exist. 

Each of them has serious limitations when used in isolation, but a combination can 

contribute importantly to our knowledge and measurement of specialization. The 

objective in this chapter is to critically review existing definitions and methods and 

arrive at an operationalization of specialization and analytical plan that is appropriate 

for this thesis. This chapter describes three different methods of determining 

specialization: The Specialization Threshold, the Forward Specialization Coefficient 

and the Diversity Index. Methodological considerations that are relevant to 

specialization research are also presented and each one is described and evaluated in 

detail.  

 

3.1 Measures of Specialization 

3.1.1 Specialization Threshold 

The Specialization Threshold (ST) is the simplest way to determine offence 

specialization. It applies a cut-off point or threshold to the percentage of offenders’ 

total prior charges or sentencing occasions that are for a particular offence type. In 

this approach, specialist offenders are so called because an arbitrary proportion of 

their charges, arrests, or sentencing occasions are for a particular type of crime. 

Various thresholds have been used in prior research. Cohen’s (1986) definition is used 

most often and declares specialization if approximately 50% of a person’s arrests are 

for a particular type of crime.  
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Wikstrom (1987) measured specialization with a threshold of 66% on a 

sample of offenders who had been arrested at least three times. By applying this 

threshold only to participants with the requisite offending frequency, occasional 

offenders whose records were necessarily specialized were excluded (LeBlanc & 

Frechette, 1989; Wikstrom, 1987).  

More recently, Miethe, Olson, & Mitchell (2006) examined the criminal 

records of almost 10,000 sexual offenders and 24,000 nonsexual offenders released 

from prisons in 15 US states in 1994. They explored offence specialization and 

versatility in both the criminal histories and three year recidivism records of the 

sample. They applied a 50%, 75% and 100% threshold on offenders with more than 

one sentencing occasion.  

Using a slightly different approach, Wortley and Smallbone (2007) used 

dichotomous variables (limited/persistent and specialist/versatile) to determine the 

degree to which child sexual offenders specialized. Their typology included four 

combinations: limited/specialized, limited/versatile, persistent/specialized and 

persistent/versatile. Limited/specialist offenders had no prior convictions (i.e. their 

index offence was their first offence and it was sexual). Limited/versatile offenders 

had no prior sexual offence convictions, but did have prior nonsexual convictions. 

Persistent/specialist offenders had exclusively sexual prior convictions. 

Persistent/versatile offenders had convictions for both nonsexual and sexual offences.  

Apart from its crude simplicity, one of the main criticisms of the threshold 

approach is its inability to detect crime switching or change over time. Because the 

ST is a static measurement, the temporal structure of the data is not accounted for 

(Bursik, 1980). Therefore, it is impossible to determine, for example, if an individual 

committed a range of crimes indiscriminately across their life course or engaged in a 
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broad range of crimes in adolescence and eventually came to specialize in a particular 

offence later in life (P. Lussier, personal communication, 2005; Sullivan et al., 2006). 

As Bursik (1980) suggests, “the analysis of specialization can be greatly improved if 

the standard approaches, such as the 50% cutoff definition, are combined with more 

dynamic approaches” (p. 862). 

 

3.1.2 Forward Specialization Coefficient  

The Forward Specialization Coefficient (FSC) is a transition matrix that 

provides a standardized measure of offence specialization (Farrington et al., 1986; 

Farrington et al., 1988; Paternoster et al., 1998; Wolfgang, Figlio, & Sellin, 1972).  A 

transition or “offence-to-offence” matrix is a “square two-dimensional array that 

contains the joint distribution of offence types on two adjacent occasions” 

(Paternoster et al., 1998, p. 135). It calculates the “probability of one type of offence 

being followed by another type given that another offence has occurred” (Farrington 

et al., 1988, p. 465).  For example, if an individual committed rape on arrest k, the 

FSC would indicate the probability that he would subsequently commit another rape 

on his next offence (arrest k+1) (Farrington et al., 1988). The value of the FSC ranges 

from 0, when there is no specialization, (or equal participation in all crime categories) 

to 1, representing complete specialization (Piquero et al., 1999).  

The FSC has attracted criticism for its vague and varied interpretations (Britt, 

1996; Guerette et al., 2004; Paternoster et al., 1998). Britt (1996) has been particularly 

critical of the FSC (Paternoster et al., 1998). His main concern is that it is unclear 

“whether a particular value of the FSC is large enough to constitute specialization” 

(Paternoster et al., 1998, p. 136). The meaning of the FSC is particularly complex 

“because one-tenth of the distance to complete specialization might conversely 
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indicate approximately nine-tenths of the distance to complete versatility” (Britt, 

1996, p. 196; Paternoster et al., 1998). 

Furthermore, like the ST, the FSC is not particularly well suited to exploring 

specialization across the criminal career (Sullivan et al., 2006). It only considers 

adjacent transition matrices, so a finding of specialization will not be made unless the 

consecutive arrests belong to the same crime category (Bursik, 1980). Consider an 

offender who switches back and forth between crime categories. Even if a particular 

crime type dominates their criminal record, specialization might not be found 

(Lattimore et al., 1994). Alternatively, specialization could be declared in a case 

where only a small proportion of the offender’s total charges are for the same offence, 

as long as those charges are consecutive (Sullivan et al., 2006). Like the ST, the FSC 

alone provides an incomplete picture of offence specialization. 

 

3.1.3 Diversity Index 

The Diversity Index (DI) measures “the amount of variation, or heterogeneity, 

within a population” (Agresti & Agresti, 1978, p. 204). When applied to an 

individual’s criminal history, it calculates the probability that any two randomly 

selected offences come from different crime categories (Piquero, Paternoster, 

Mazerolle, Brame, & Dean, 1999). Just as a higher FSC implies greater specialization, 

a higher DI indicates greater versatility (Piquero et al., 1999). The DI is represented 

by a value between 0 and 1, where 0 indicates perfect specialization (committing one 

type of crime exclusively) and 1 indicates equal participation in all crime categories 

(or ‘perfect’ versatility). 

Unlike the FSC, the DI can be calculated on nonadjacent transitions so the 

order of offences is not important (McGloin, Sullivan, Piquero, & Pratt, 2007). While 
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the FSC was historically more common, the DI has been favoured more recently for 

its more intuitive application and interpretation (Mazerolle et al., 2000). Although the 

FSC has been used in criminological research for some time, the DI has only recently 

been applied to criminal samples (Mazerolle et al., 2000; McGloin et al., 2007; 

Piquero et al., 1999), and only once to sexual offenders (Miethe et al., 2006). 

Like the FSC, the value of the DI is influenced by the number of offending 

categories that are used in its calculation (McGloin et al., 2007; Wikstrom, 1987). 

Thus, “the larger the number of categories and the more uniformly dispersed the 

observations over the categories, the higher this index of diversity tends to be” 

(Agresti & Agresti, 1978, p. 206). A standardized version of the diversity index 

controls for the impact of the number of categories used in the calculation.  In this 

case, D is divided by its maximum possible value: (k – 1)/k (Agresti & Agresti, 1978).  

Two measures of specialization are utilized in the subsequent analysis of this 

thesis. The following chapters employ three STs (50%; 75%; and 100%) to allow for 

comparison between the present results and those of the most recent and relevant 

study (by Miethe et al., 2006). The second measure of specialization is the DI, largely 

because there are sufficient similarities between the intentions of the FSC and the DI 

and the DI is favoured by researchers. In this thesis, the DI is calculated on three types 

of crime categorizations (four, six, and twenty categories). 

 

3.2 Other Methodological Considerations  

Extant research on offence specialization is confused by methodological 

inconsistencies. Studies that conclude with findings of versatility have been accused 

of “time and measurement aggregation bias” (Sullivan et al., 2006, p. 199). 

Simultaneously, studies finding specialization are criticized for the way they define 
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specialization (Brennan, Mednick, & John, 1989; Spelman, 1994). Commonly cited 

methodological problems include inconsistency in the number and type of crime 

category classifications that are used and limitations of the statistical techniques 

employed (Fisher & Ross, 2006; Guerette et al., 2004; McGloin et al., 2007; Spelman, 

1994).  

The impact of methodological choices on our understanding of offence 

specialization cannot be exaggerated. The disparate findings of numerous studies can 

be explained by these mechanical components. The remaining section of this chapter 

outlines a selection of issues which are relevant to the empirical analyses reported in 

the subsequent chapters in this thesis. These include number of crime categories, 

crime switching, classification of offences, the use of official statistics, units of 

analysis and number of arrests.  Relevant decision rules regarding the author’s 

treatment of each methodological concern in this thesis are described in more detail in 

the methods sections of subsequent chapters. 

 

3.2.1 Crime Classification Schemes 

Various crime classification schemes have been used previously and a broad 

selection were consulted for this study. These included: the Cormier-Lang Severity 

Scale (Quinsey, Harris, Rice, & Cormier, 1998); the original coding dictionary of the 

Massachusetts Treatment Center (Knight & Prentky, 1990); the Sellin-Wolfgang 

Crime Seriousness Index (Sellin & Wolfgang, 1966); the FBI’s annual National Index 

of Crime (or Uniform Crime Report); and the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 

Australian Standard Offence Classification (ASOC). Many of these schemes attempt 

to measure offence escalation by weighting apparently more serious crimes more 

heavily than less serious crimes. There is substantial debate over how the dimension 
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of escalation can best be expressed by a single score (Francis, Soothill, & Dittrich, 

2001). Although escalation is an important component within the criminal career 

paradigm, it is beyond the scope of this thesis.  

The analyses reported later in this thesis are conducted on a sample of sexual 

offenders living in the US. The thesis itself, however, was conducted at an Australian 

university. The ABS ASOC scheme was determined to be sufficient for the purposes 

of classifying the crimes committed by the participants in the study. This decision and 

the scheme itself is discussed in more detail in Chapter 5. 

 

3.2.2 Crime Categories 

One of the most important steps in specialization research is determining the 

number of crime categories to use. It is difficult to compare research findings because 

existing studies seldom apply the same or similar classification schemes (Williams & 

Arnold, 2002).  Although there is no consensus on which scheme to use (Sullivan et 

al., 2006), the convention in criminology has been three or four offending categories 

including violent, property, drugs, and other (where ‘drugs’ and ‘other’ are sometimes 

combined) (Mazerolle et al., 2000). Mazerolle et al. showed that the outcomes of 

using three or four categories are substantively similar and opted for the parsimonious 

model of combining ‘drugs’ and ‘other’. 

A second concern with respect to offending categories is the nature of the 

groups themselves. Much of the research on specialization has so far been conducted 

using legally defined categories; however, some research within psychology has 

instead defined offending categories behaviourally. Youngs (2006) makes a 

compelling case to create offending categories by combining psychologically 

equivalent actions rather than crimes that are similar on legal grounds. This is 
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consistent with her explanation of specialization as a product of incentive and 

motivation (described in Chapter 2). For example, forgery, robbery, and theft would 

be categorised by a criminologist as white collar crime, violent interpersonal crime, 

and property crime, respectively. Youngs (2006) however, combines all three 

offences into one category characterized by their ‘monetary incentive’. This is a 

useful approach, particularly given her theoretical emphasis. However, the 

criminological convention of legal definition will be used in this thesis, to maintain 

consistency with the larger body of existing research on the topic. 

 

3.2.3 Crime Switching 

Crime switching occurs when an individual changes from one offence 

category to another. Criminologists are concerned with crime switching across broad 

crime categories such as violent crime and property crime (Mazerolle et al., 2000). 

These transitions are considered more meaningful than switches within the same 

category. For example, a shift from shoplifting to graffiti might be more salient than a 

shift from shoplifting to car theft (which could be categorised as two crimes of theft). 

Researchers in the area of sexual offending, however, are particularly 

interested in crime switching within crime categories. Such an offending pattern 

would necessitate further disambiguation within Blumstein’s (1986) “offence 

clusters” (Lattimore et al., 1994). Thus, a finer calibration of offence categories might 

be required for sexual offending. For example, a rapist who has child victims or an 

incest offender who also abuses non-familial children might pose theoretically 

important challenges. Applying the criminological crime classifications to a sexual 

offending sample might mask these relevant transitions. The present author attends to 

these concerns by broadening the number of categories to accommodate crime 
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switching among sexual offences as well as by using the standard criminological 

convention for comparison. 

 

3.2.4 Official Statistics 

The limitations of studying crime using official statistics have been discussed 

elsewhere (Farrington et al., 1988; Hanson & Bussiere, 1998; Rice, Harris, Lang, & 

Cormier, 2006). It is generally understood that they can hide as much as they expose 

about crime (Francis et al., 2004).  An individual’s official criminal history is 

influenced by an array of factors ranging from a victim’s willingness to report an 

offence, to local law enforcement practices and sentencing policies (Bursik, 1980; 

Lattimore et al., 1994).  Therefore, an official record provides only an incomplete 

account of an individual’s actual offending behaviour because it does not measure 

crimes unless they are reported to or detected by the criminal justice system 

(Lattimore et al., 1994).   

An additional concern, particularly with regard to sexual offending, is that 

official statistics underestimate the “severity of sexually motivated violent offences” 

(Rice et al., 2006, p. 525). Procedures such as plea bargaining often mean that the 

actual charges brought against a person no longer represent the sexual nature of the 

crime (e.g. rape being pled down to assault). Despite these disadvantages, official 

statistics remain the most common source of data for criminologists to use in studies 

of specialization. 

In fact, it has been argued that official statistics are particularly well suited to 

studies of specialization. This is because “the sequence of offences is central to the 

nature of the problem” (Bursik, 1980, p. 852). Even though unreported offences are 

missing, the order in which the officially recorded incidents occurred is preserved. 
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And although self-report data might include more incidents, their temporal ordering is 

subject to the individual’s capacity to recall sometimes decades worth of information. 

Some specialization studies have consulted self-report data (Sullivan et al., 2006), but 

using officially recorded statistics is certainly the more common convention in 

criminological research. The present research relies almost entirely upon officially 

recorded criminal histories as collected by law enforcement agencies in the 

appropriate jurisdiction. Fortunately, any existing juvenile records were also included 

in the case files of each participant.  

 

3.2.5 Number of Arrests 

Because it is meaningless to discuss specialization in one or two offences, 

specialization research is often restricted to frequent and persistent offenders or 

“career criminals” (Wikstrom, 1987). At the same time, analysing only those 

individuals with more than five arrests (for example) greatly reduces one’s dataset.  In 

addition to reduced statistical power, this introduces considerable sample bias by 

analysing only the sufficiently persistent offenders. While some researchers have 

limited their analysis to participants with at least five offences (Bursik, 1980) or nine 

offences (Wolfgang et al., 1972), the general convention has been to include 

participants with two or more (Farrington et al., 1988; Sullivan et al., 2006) or three 

or more incidents (Wikstrom, 1987). The analysis in the following chapters includes 

those offenders with at least two separate sentencing occasions.  

 

3.2.6 Units of Analysis and the ‘Most Serious Offence’ 

Many specialization studies use arrests, convictions or sentencing occasions as 

the primary unit of analysis. Because each occasion might include multiple counts or 
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charges, the convention is to record only the most serious charge at each event 

(Brennan et al., 1989; Farrington et al., 1988; Lattimore et al., 1994). Here, the 

researcher chooses a single offence to represent the nature of an incident that might 

have actually comprised a number of different crimes or crime categories. It is 

recognized that this approach could conceal important details regarding offence 

specialization or versatility (Fisher & Ross, 2006; Guerette et al., 2004). Regardless, 

recording only the most serious offence at arrest is generally regarded as an 

appropriate unit of analysis from which to determine specialization (Lattimore et al., 

1994; Williams & Arnold, 2002). The funnel-like nature of the criminal justice system 

(Siegel, 2002) dictates that using charges will hide arrests that failed to result in a 

charge and using sentencing occasions will hide convictions that failed to result in a 

sentence.  

Identifying correctly the nature of the offence has particular relevance for the 

present focus on sexual offending. Some offences (such as drunk driving or petty 

theft) are most likely to be committed independently of other offences. But Fisher and 

Ross (2006) concluded, for example, that more than half of the sexual assault 

episodes in their research comprised multiple counts of different charges. The 

seriousness of most sexual offences (compared with almost all other offences) means 

that using the most serious offence would likely impact the results in an even more 

pronounced way than for studies of conventional offending and inflate the 

specialization detected.  

This thesis makes an important contribution to the field of research on offence 

specialization by using individual charges as the units of analysis. One consequence 

of this decision is that the versatility detected in the results will be inflated, because 

every charge is included. However, given that the sample is already biased in the 
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direction of specialization (because of their referral for civil commitment under 

Sexually Dangerous Person legislation) and given that the most serious offence masks 

so many crucial details, this approach is considered innovative and worthwhile.  

 

3.3 Summary 

Multiple measures of specialization exist. The ST is a crude cut-off that 

detects specialization if an arbitrary proportion of one’s arrests are for a particular 

offence or category of offences. Although simplistic, it yields a static score that does 

not capture change or crime switching over time.  The FSC and DI are indicators 

which generate elegant coefficients that can be compared across studies. These 

models are dynamic in that they take into account transitions from one offence to 

another.  Although the FSC relies on consecutive transitions only, the DI can be 

calculated on nonadjacent transitions as well. More recently, the DI has been 

preferred over the FSC for its more intuitive application and interpretation.    

This chapter has reviewed the methodological decisions that need to be made 

by researchers exploring offence specialization. The effects of these decisions are not 

inconsequential – much of the existing empirical evidence of versatility or 

specialization is determined, to a large extent, by the methodological considerations 

discussed in this chapter. The foundation provided here will be built upon in the next 

chapter when that empirical evidence is examined. Chapters 5, 6, and 7 will then 

revisit these methodological concerns with specific regard to the three studies in this 

thesis. 
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4. REVIEW OF RELEVANT EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE   

The last two decades of research on specialization are smartly summarized by 

the findings of one of the first articles on the topic: that there is a “small but 

significant degree of specialization in offending superimposed on a great deal of 

versatility” (Farrington et al., 1988, p. 461). The first part of Chapter 4 parses this 

standard observation by reviewing the empirical evidence regarding offence 

specialization. The review includes international research from both criminological 

and psychological perspectives and addresses specialization in general criminal 

offending as well as sexual offending. Results from different studies that have applied 

a variety of definitions and measures of specialization to a range of diverse samples 

are compared. A second objective of this chapter is to identify the limitations of 

existing studies and to articulate the ways in which this thesis attends to those 

weaknesses.  

The latter half of this chapter is divided into two sections. The first is 

concerned specifically with the available body of knowledge regarding recidivism and 

sexual offending. The second considers age of onset and sexual offending and reviews 

what is known in relation to its intersection with offence specialization.  

 
4.1 Empirical Evidence of Versatility for General Criminal Offending   

There is a clear indication of versatility among offenders within criminological 

literature. This general set of findings has recently been described as a “virtual staple 

of criminological thought” (McGloin et al., 2007). In the first empirical assessment of 

this dimension, Wolfgang, Figlio, and Sellin (1972) found a weak propensity for 

specialization.  Since then, Kempf (1986) cited multiple studies where self-report data 

indicated that the specialist career pattern was uncommon. More recently, Spelman 
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(1994) explained that Sutherland’s (1937) conceptualisation of the specialized 

“professional thief” was relatively short lived. He further pointed out that by the 

1960’s, “after examining what empirical evidence was available, most researchers 

concluded that the typical criminal was an unsophisticated, opportunistic generalist” 

(Spelman, 1994; p. 102).  

Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) cite a substantial body of research in support 

of their claim of versatility. Further, Simon (1994) observed that offenders who 

reported high commission rates of any particular crime also reported committing a 

high number of different crimes. Finally, in an update of the state of criminological 

research, Gottfredson (2006) reminds us that the overall finding of criminal versatility 

remains valid. 

 

4.2 Empirical Evidence of Specialization for General Criminal Offending  

Although observations of criminal versatility dominate studies of offender 

populations, evidence of offence specialization has also been detected in varying 

degrees for certain offence types. Research has indicated that patterns of 

specialization “remain even when race, gender, unique juvenile career stages, and 

adult offender status are separately controlled” (Kempf, 1986, p. 198). “Evidence of 

specialization is widely distributed across offence type” (Armstrong, 2005, p. 13) but 

individuals engaging in such acts as white collar crime, drug use, and sexual offences 

are most often perceived as specialist (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990). A review of the 

empirical evidence of specialization across offence types is provided in this section of 

the chapter. The studies are arranged chronologically.  

Bursik (1980) examined offence specialization in the delinquent histories of 

750 juveniles in Chicago using Markov Chain Analysis and the Specialization 
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Threshold (ST). He used four categories (personal injury, personal property, 

impersonal property, and other) and compared white and non-white offenders. 

Consistent with much of the existing research, he found limited but distinct evidence 

of specialization. His research indicated that whites were more likely than nonwhites 

to meet the 50% ST and that offenders were much more likely to specialize in 

impersonal property crime (34.3%) compared with personal injury (1.5%) and 

personal property offences (1.5%). 

Cohen (1986) identified specialists as those “individuals for whom about 50% 

of their prior arrests were for the same charge as their most recent offence” (p 292). 

Using this threshold she found that only 14% of rapists were specialists, compared to 

19% of car thieves, 25% of burglars, 34% of nonsexually violent offenders, and 35% 

of robbers. 

Farrington et al. (1988) surveyed 28,000 male and female juvenile offenders in 

Arizona and Utah. Using the Forward Specialization Coefficient (FSC) across 21 

crime categories, they concluded that the most specialist offences were runaway, 

burglary, motor vehicle theft, and alcohol-related offences (Farrington et al., 1988). 

With regards to escalation and specialization over time, they found specialization to 

be more likely in the most persistent offenders (Farrington et al., 1988).  

Stander et al. (1989) explored specialization in the prior convictions of 698 

English men using Markov Chain Analysis to calculate the FSC across ten offence 

transitions. They used six crime categories (violent, sexual, burglary, theft, fraud, and 

other) (Stander et al., 1989). The authors concluded that the sexual offenders in their 

sample were the most likely to specialize but that the most persistent offenders came 

to specialize over time in fraud (Stander et al., 1989).   
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In their study of a Danish birth cohort, Brennan et al. (1989) used transitional 

probabilities to conclude that specialization was more likely for violent offending than 

for property offending. They found a link between specialization and persistence, only 

detecting specialization in those offenders with at least four arrests.  

Lattimore et al. (1994) used Markov Chain Analysis to detect specialization in 

the delinquent histories of a highly active cohort of young offenders released by the 

California Youth Authority. They concluded that offence patterns were not random 

and, “with the exception of robbery, transition to the same offence given that the two 

previous offences were of the same type was the most likely transition” (Lattimore et 

al., 1994, p. 307). Using five offence categories (violent, robbery, burglary, other 

property, and delinquent) the highest FSCs in their study were found for burglary 

(Lattimore et al., 1994). In a subsequent analysis of persistent offenders (defined here 

as offenders with ten or more arrests) the authors found evidence of escalation where 

the propensity for violence was greater (Lattimore et al., 1994). Persistent offenders 

were more likely to have later convictions for violent offences.   

Williams and Arnold (2002) explored the criminal trajectories of 191 serious 

habitual male juvenile offenders in Canada using the FSC. They used five crime 

categories (violent, burglary, theft, other property, and delinquency) and concluded 

that specialization was most likely in the crime category of burglary.  Late onset 

offenders were more likely to specialize than those who began offending early. 

Specialization was also much more likely in the latter part of an individual’s 

delinquent career with the most significant FSCs detected only after the first ten 

offence transitions (Williams & Arnold, 2002).  

Guerette et al. (2005) explored specialization in 12,369 adult offenders across 

four crime categories (crimes for personal gain, robbery, crimes for monetary gain, 

 42



and other). The results of a multinomial logistic regression revealed that specialization 

was more likely among robbery and personal offenders than for monetary or other 

offenders. The authors also concluded that offenders who had committed crimes for 

personal gain were more likely than the other types of offenders to have subsequent 

charges for personal offences (Guerette et al., 2005). 

Miethe, et al. (2006) recently examined offence specialization and versatility 

in the criminal records of almost 10,000 sexual offenders and some 24,000 nonsexual 

offenders released from prisons in 15 US states in 1994. Representing 10% of all 

prisoners released in the USA in those states in that year, and drawing on complete 

criminal histories as well as recidivism records at three years post-release, this study 

provides the most comprehensive test to date of the assumptions of persistence and 

specialization among sexual offenders.  

Miethe et al. (2006) measured specialization using various specialization 

thresholds, the Diversity Index (DI), and the FSC. They categorised each offender by 

their index offence. They found public order (49.0%) and property offenders (37.0%) 

more likely than sexual offenders (23.4%) to specialize at the 50% threshold. This 

finding was replicated by their other calculations where public order offenders had the 

lowest DI and the highest FSC. Breaking down offence types further, Miethe et al. 

(2006) found drug offenders specifically to be the most likely to specialize (with the 

highest FSC and lowest DI) followed closely by burglars.   

It is difficult to summarise these results tidily. Clearly, a broad range of 

methods was employed and this makes it a very complex task to make direct 

comparisons across these studies. Again, as Farrington has already concluded, 

regardless of method or sample, versatility was certainly the more common tendency. 

A modest amount of specialization was detected in most of these studies, most 
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notably in sufficiently persistent offenders, and within the categories of property or 

drug offending.  

 

4.3 Empirical Evidence of Versatility among Sexual Offenders 

The criminal justice system tends to treat all sexual offenders as if their 

criminal activity includes dangerous and sexually deviant activities to the exclusion of 

any other crime. Research findings to date however, indicate that many sexual 

offenders do not restrict their criminal activities to sexual offences (Brennan et al., 

1989; Lussier, 2005; Miethe et al., 2006; Simon, 2000; Smallbone & Wortley, 2004; 

Soothill, Francis, Sanderson, & Ackerley, 2000; Weinrott & Saylor, 1991; Williams 

& Arnold, 2002; Zimring et a., 2007). Notwithstanding possible differences in 

reporting, arrest, and conviction rates for sexual and nonsexual offences, adult sexual 

offenders are about twice as likely to be convicted for nonsexual offences as they are 

for sexual offences, both before and after being convicted of a sexual offence (Hanson 

& Bussiere, 1998; Smallbone & Wortley, 2004). 

In one of the first and most often cited studies on the subject, Weinrott and 

Saylor (1991) concluded that specialization in sexual crimes was relatively rare. Their 

sample of 99 convicted sexual offenders revealed notable degrees of persistence, 

collectively self-reporting nearly 20,000 nonsexual crimes in just the 12 months prior 

to their incarceration (Weinrott & Saylor, 1991). It is relevant that the majority of 

these offences were minor and mostly included public intoxication and petty theft.   

Smallbone, Wheaton, and Hourigan (2003) examined the criminal histories of 

88 incarcerated adult male sexual offenders (including 33 rapists, 29 extra-familial 

child molesters and 26 incest offenders) and found substantial offending versatility. 
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Their results showed that 60% of their total sample and 88% of the offenders who 

recidivated reported prior nonsexual criminal convictions (Smallbone et al., 2003).   

Smallbone and Wortley (2004) assessed the extent of persistence and 

versatility in the self-reported offending behaviours of 207 child molesters. Their 

sample was broken down further by victim relationship with 98 participants having 

committed sexual offences of incest exclusively, 72 having extra-familial victims and 

37 having both intra-familial and extra-familial victims. An extensive self-report 

questionnaire revealed considerable versatility with 69% of the sample having been 

convicted of at least one nonsexual offence and 80% having first been convicted for a 

nonsexual crime (Smallbone & Wortley, 2004).  

The empirical evidence has been supported more recently by similar 

theoretical examinations. Lussier et al. (2005b) investigated the extent to which a 

general construct of deviance could account for the criminal behaviour of a sample of 

sexual offenders.  Their analysis indicated support for a general construct of deviance 

that related significantly to “both onset and frequency of criminal activity in 

adulthood for both rapists and child molesters” (Lussier et al., 2005b, p. 184).  

Consistent with previous studies, Miethe et al. (2006) found low levels of 

persistence and specialization among sexual offenders in both absolute and relative 

terms (i.e., compared to nonsexual offenders). Sexual offenders had fewer arrests of 

all kinds than any other offender group except murderers. Although seventy percent 

of the sexual offender sample had been arrested only once, some 95% of those who 

had been arrested more than once had nonsexual offences in their arrest histories.   

The empirical research regarding offence specialization for sexual offending is 

somewhat clearer than that for general offenders. Even accounting for the bias 

inherent in clinical samples, a broad trend of versatility is maintained across the 
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studies. The difference between findings from official statistics and from self-reported 

responses is acknowledged but does not alter the ultimate message: those offenders 

who specialize in sexual offending are in the minority (Zimring et al., 2007).  

 

4.4 Empirical Evidence of Specialization within Sexual Offences  

Blumstein and colleagues revised their classic definition of specialization in 

1988 to include ‘offence clusters’. So, “rather than require that offenders arrested for 

burglary be subsequently charged with burglary to demonstrate specialization, the 

offence cluster could be called “theft”, meaning that any subsequent property crime 

could be indicative of specialization in theft offences” (Britt, 1994a, p. 173).  

This poses a unique problem for the field of research on sexual offending. 

Here, the specialization perspective has been extended within the realm of sexual 

crime and it is argued that sex offenders specialize within sexual offence categories 

(Soothill et al., 2000). Consider a child molester who is subsequently convicted for a 

sexual offence against an adult. Blumstein et al. (1988) would consider him a 

specialist sexual offender. A clinical psychologist working with sexual offenders 

might consider the same individual quite differently from an exclusive child molester 

for example. This offender shows apparently no predilection for certain types of 

victims and might be considered a more challenging candidate for treatment. A mixed 

offending pattern might also indicate that he is potentially more likely to reoffend 

upon release, because his sexual crimes are unpredictable and his victim preferences 

are unclear. The same could possibly be said for a child molester who has abused both 

boys and girls or both inside and outside the family. 

Most researchers now distinguish between offenders who have sexually 

assaulted adults (rapists) and offenders who have sexually abused children (child 
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molesters) (Knight & Prentky, 1990; Meloy, 2005; Simon, 1997a, 1997b). Further 

distinctions are also made between familial and non-familial child molesters (Abel & 

Osborn, 1992; Miner & Dwyer, 1997; Parton & Day, 2002). But research indicates 

that many sexual offenders neither restrict their criminal behaviour to sexual offences, 

nor their sexual offending behaviour to specific sexual offence subtypes (Abel, 

Becker, Cunningham-Rathner, Mittelman, & Roleau, 1988; Abel & Osborn, 1992; 

Soothill et al., 2000, Weinrott & Saylor, 1991).  

The construct of offence specialization versus versatility needs to be 

considered both in terms of the extent to which sexual offenders commit nonsexual 

offences, and to which they commit sexual offences outside their presumed sexual 

offence subtype. Empirical evidence of specialization and versatility for each 

particular offence type contained in this thesis (rape, child molestation, incest, and 

mixed) is discussed below. 

 

4.4.1 Rapists 

 Research has repeatedly concluded that rapists resemble violent nonsexual 

offenders most closely (Hanson, 2002; Hudson & Ward, 1997; Loehrer, 1992). They 

are thought to be predominantly versatile in their offending and the commission of 

rape is seen to be part of a broader propensity to act in a generally antisocial manner 

(Lussier et al., 2005b; Smallbone et al., 2003). Further, nonsexual risk factors 

including the presence of conduct disorder, a history of juvenile delinquency and 

substance abuse have been found to be predictive of offending by heterosexual rapists 

(Bard et al., 1987; Prentky & Knight, 1993; Lussier et al., 2005a).  

Weinrott and Saylor’s (1991) influential research provides much evidence for 

versatility in rapists. Each of the 37 convicted rapists in their sample admitted to at 
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least one nonsexual offence, with 95% admitting to at least one drug or alcohol 

offence. Substance use has been linked repeatedly to sexual acting out (Quackenbush, 

2003). Further, over half of the sample committed burglary and almost half committed 

robbery (Weinrott & Saylor, 1991). The mean number of different offences (out of a 

possible list of twenty-two) that was self-reported by each rapist was 10.5 (Weinrott 

& Saylor, 1991). In terms of specialization within sexual offences, convicted rapists 

did report committing more rapes than offences against children. But it should be 

noted that a third of convicted rapists admitted to having had sexual contact with a 

child (Weinrott & Saylor, 1991). 

These findings were confirmed much more recently by Lussier et al. (2005b). 

Compared with convicted child molesters, the convicted rapists in their sample 

engaged in a larger variety of all crimes, had a higher frequency of property and 

violent crimes, and had also committed a “significantly greater variety of violent 

crimes than of sexual crimes” (p. 180). In terms of specialization, sexual crimes 

represented only 17% of the criminal activity of convicted rapists. Further, using the 

conservative Specialization Threshold of 50%, in only 4% of rapists did sexual crime 

represent at least half of their criminal activity.  

Addressing the same issue of specialization in rape from recidivism statistics, 

Langan and Levin (2002) found that three years after incarceration, drug offenders 

(41%), larcenists (34%), burglars (23%), nonsexually violent offenders (23%), 

defrauders (19%), and robbers (13%) were all much more likely than rapists (2%) to 

be rearrested for the same type of crime for which they were originally convicted. 

Burton and Meezan (2004) recently concluded that their sample of sexually 

aggressive adolescents were also more likely to re-offend by committing a nonsexual 

offence.  
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Miethe et al. (2006) found that 12.5% of rapists met the 50% ST for sexual 

offences with only 1.4% revealing exclusively sexual criminal histories. They make 

an interesting contribution by dividing each participant’s criminal career into thirds 

and exploring escalation in the offending patterns of serial rapists (those with three or 

more arrests for rape). More than one half of the serial rapists in their sample had 

arrests for rape in the first third of their criminal career and a quarter was arrested for 

rape at least once in each third of their criminal career. Miethe et al. interpreted this as 

an indication of early onset of sexual offending and of persistence. Although this was 

an inventive and unique method of assessing onset and persistence, two questions are 

raised. First, it is unclear how the authors accounted for time in custody, if at all. 

Second, no indication is provided regarding the age of first offence. Thus, it is 

conceivable that an individual with three charges over three years, beginning at age 30 

would be indistinguishable from an individual with thirty evenly spaced charges over 

a period of 15 years.   

 

4.4.2 Child Molesters  

Child molesters are generally considered less versatile than rapists and 

nonsexual offenders. In fact, if a specialist, persistent offender exists, the stereotypical 

extra-familial child molester is likely the most convincing example. They are certainly 

one of the offender types that receive the most attention by the media, policymakers, 

the criminal justice system, and the community. It has been concluded that when 

compared to rapists and incest offenders, a child molester’s pattern of offending 

continues longer, with more frequency, and a higher number of victims (Parton & 

Day, 2002). Simon (1997b) has suggested that these conclusions might stem from 
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differential prosecution or a tendency to diagnose and label an individual according to 

the DSM-IV criteria for paedophilia.  

There is evidence of crime switching within sexual offences for child 

molesters. Weinrott and Saylor (1991) found that 12% of the convicted child 

molesters in their sample admitted to attempting forced sex with an adult female and 

that 34% had abused children inside the family, thus committing undetected rape and 

incest respectively. Fourteen years later, Lussier et al. (2005b) also concluded that 

child molesters committed a variety of different sexual crimes. With respect to 

nonsexual offending, a quarter of Weinrott and Saylor’s (1991) sample reported 

substance abuse and 20% reported assault, theft, burglary, possession of stolen goods, 

and drug related offences in the year prior to incarceration.  

Although their overall criminal careers can still be considered versatile, 

empirical research reveals notably higher rates of specialization among child 

molesters, when compared to rapists. For Lussier et al.’s (2005b) sample, sexual 

crimes represented 45% of the criminal activity of child molesters in general, and for 

41% of child molesters, sexual crime represented at least 50% of their total criminal 

activity (Lussier et al., 2005b).  

The child molesters in Miethe et al.’s (2006) sample were much more likely 

than rapists to specialize at the 50% ST with 25.8% of child molesters meeting this 

criterion. Further, child molesters were more likely than rapists to reveal persistence 

in their criminal careers with 37% having been arrested at least once during each third 

of their criminal career. Further, over half of the child molesters in their sample had 

concentrated sprees of at least three consecutive arrests for sexual offences against 

children (Miethe et al., 2006). Although their DIs were comparable, the stronger 
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discriminator between groups was the ST where twice as many child molesters as 

rapists met the 50% threshold.  

 

4.4.3 Incest Offenders 

Research has indicated that men who commit child abuse within the home 

most closely resemble non-offenders on a variety of variables (Marshall, 1988). They 

are considered to be more socially competent (having maintained steady employment) 

and are likely to be in a stable marriage or marital-type relationship with an age-

appropriate mate (Cole, 1992). It has been suggested that incest is the most common 

form of child sexual abuse (Stermac, Davidson, & Sheridan, 1995). The actual 

prevalence is difficult to determine because disclosure of intra-familial sexual abuse is 

particularly traumatic and therefore unlikely (Cole, 1992). 

Incest offenders are often thought to present with the lowest risk of re-

offending, having engaged in a discrete and isolated event. This idea has been 

challenged by researchers who have found evidence of versatility among samples of 

intra-familial offenders (Cole, 1992). Even though the sample is small, half of the 29 

incest offenders in Smallbone et al.’s (2003) study “had at least one previous 

conviction for a nonsexual offence” (p. 57). All of Weinrott and Saylor’s (1991) also 

small sample of 18 incest offenders self-reported at least one nonsexual offence. 

Other studies also find that incest offenders have self-reported committing nonsexual 

violent crimes (Stermac et al., 1995; Studer et al., 2000) and sexual crimes outside the 

home (Cole, 1992). In fact, half of Weinrott and Saylor’s (1991) sample of incest 

offenders admitted to abusing extra-familial children. Due to this extent of crime 

switching, Parkinson et al. (2004) have suggested that differentiating extra-familial 

from intra-familial sexual offenders might not be a helpful distinction after all. 
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Nonetheless, the present thesis uses these categorisations, consistent with much of the 

existing research. 

 

4.4.4 Mixed Sexual Offenders 

As can be seen above, a substantial number of rapists have offended against 

children and child molesters against adults. This poses a unique problem for 

specialization studies that has not yet been evaluated empirically. The label of “rapist” 

is apparently meaningless for a man who has child victims. Likewise, calling someone 

a “child molester” is also misleading if he has offended against adults as well. 

Subsequently, comparing a group of rapists with a group of child molesters will also 

be meaningless if the groups are already contaminated with men who have mixed 

aged victims. Any conclusions regarding specialization by victim selection must be 

considered with this in mind. 

In a number of existing studies it is not made clear whether offenders with 

mixed aged victims are simply misclassified as rapists or as child molesters or are 

excluded from the analysis altogether. Although 44.4% of their sample are 

categorised as “other” sexual offenders, Miethe et al. (2006) never identify this group 

adequately. Furthermore, it is unfortunate that this substantial group does not appear 

in any subsequent analysis where rapists and child molesters are compared. This 

thesis makes a unique contribution to the field by creating a separate category of 

“mixed offenders”. Offenders with mixed aged victims are able to be considered 

separately. For the first time, this method allows for true population differences to be 

discovered.  

There is a lasting assumption in the field that sexual offenders specialize 

within the offence cluster of sexual offences. There is also an assumption that they 
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specialize within more specific sexual offending categories. The research presented 

here, however, provides empirical support for the competing perspective. A 

substantial number of sexual offenders engage in nonsexual criminal behaviour as 

well as commit sexual offences outside their assumed ‘specialty’.  

In summary, when compared by offender classification, child molesters were 

consistently found to be more likely (and rapists less likely) to specialize in sexual 

offences. Although incest is predominantly seen as a distinct behaviour, existing 

studies of these men indicated that they also offend outside the home. Finally, the 

issue of crime switching within sexual offence categories was outlined with reference 

to ‘mixed offenders’. The capacity for rapists to abuse children and for child 

molesters and incest offenders to abuse adult women was discussed. 

 

4.5 Recidivism and Specialization 

Recidivism is one of the most important and most researched elements in the 

field of research on sexual offending. The presumed likelihood of post-release 

offending and the apparent strength with which it can be predicted has dominated 

much of the extant research into sexual offending over the past few decades. The 

assumption that incarcerated sexual offenders are destined to reoffend upon release 

has influenced the field heavily (Meloy, 2005; Zimring et al., 2007). Indeed, if this 

suspected specialized repetition was confirmed empirically, then recidivism data 

would be of extreme (and warranted) public policy significance (Soothill & Gibbens, 

1978). As Nagayama Hall and Proctor (1987) explain, despite a paucity of convincing 

empirical support for the crime-specialization hypothesis it “has been widely accepted 

in the assessment of the danger of sexual offenders” (p. 111; see also Cole, 2000; Lieb 

et al., 1998; Meloy, 2005). Within the field of sexual offending research, it has 
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encouraged the development of several risk assessment tools that have the expressed 

intention of predicting recidivism. It has also had a similarly powerful impact beyond 

the realm of research. The fear of recidivism has inspired community fear, fuelled 

specific and sometimes Draconian public policy and guided the passage of numerous 

pieces of memorial legislation (named for particular victims of certain horrific sexual 

crimes) (Lieb et al., 1998; Meloy, 2005).2  

It is important to review what is understood about recidivism from an 

empirical perspective. In this thesis, Study 2 follows the same individuals from Study 

1 and reviews the extent of specialization in the post-release offending of the sample. 

Therefore, it is also necessary to review what is known about recidivism and its 

intersection with specialization. The remaining part of this chapter will review the 

variables that have been found to impact recidivism. This will provide an empirical 

basis for the inclusion of certain variables in the hypotheses of Study 2.  

 

4.5.1 A Brief Note on the Empirical Research Regarding Recidivism 

Like the extant research on specialization or versatility, what is known about 

recidivism depends heavily upon the methods employed in each individual study 

(Quinsey, Lalumiere, Rice, & Harris, 1995). Such differences might be due to: the 

measure of recidivism that is used (self-reported reoffence, arrest, charge, conviction 

or revocation); the type of recidivism that is counted (sexual versus nonsexual 

offending); the length of the follow-up period; the reporting sources that are consulted 

(official state records, federal records, or self-report, etc.); and whether offenders 

                                                 
2 See also: the Jacob Wetterling Act (42 U.S.C. 14701) [1994]; Megan’s Law (Pub L. No. 104-145, 110 
St. 1345) [1994]; Jessica’s Law (Florida H 7103) [2005]; and the Adam Walsh Child Protection and 
Safety Act (HR 4472) [2006]. 
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received post-release treatment or supervision (Hanson, 2000; Hanson & Bussiere, 

1998; Kenny, Keogh, & Seidler, 2001; Meloy, 2005). 

An additional element to consider is sample bias. Soothill and Gibbens (1978) 

explain that psychiatric samples are often small and biased toward the direction of 

specialization (because of the increased level of risk of their study participants). 

Criminological samples on the other hand, tend to use much larger, more 

representative samples and consequently find substantially lower rates of reconviction 

(Meloy, 2005; Soothill & Gibbens, 1978). Evidently, both findings can be equally 

valid. The clinical experience might reveal a sample of serious, fixated and 

recidivating sexual offenders, but generally speaking, the rates of sexual reconviction 

among the general population of offenders are much lower.  Because of these 

differences, recidivism rates vary greatly across studies and these issues are 

recognised in the review below.   

 

4.5.2 Empirical Evidence of Recidivism for Sexual Offenders 

Existing empirical research into the recidivism rates of sexual offenders have 

so far sought to address two main issues. The first is a simple exploration of the extent 

of recidivism. Here, the dependent variable is usually arranged into three categories: 

sexual reoffending, nonsexual violent reoffending, and any reoffending (Hanson & 

Bussiere, 1998).  The second is to establish what variables are able to predict any or 

all of these types of reoffending. In the ensuing review, a selection of recidivism 

studies is discussed in chronological order and emphasis is placed upon their 

consideration of these two components.  

One of the earliest studies of recidivism in sexual offenders is also one of the 

most relevant for the present focus on offence specialization. Wary of the specific 
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attention being paid to sexual offenders, Soothill and Gibbens (1978) set out to 

examine only the most serious child molesters (all with victims under the age of 13). 

This way, there was no dispute regarding the seriousness of their offences. Their 

results indicated considerable risk of recidivism five years after release and reinforced 

the need for longer follow-up periods than had previously been reported. The authors 

concluded that these sexual offenders were identifiably different and distinct from 

other criminal populations and indeed warranted particular attention (Soothill & 

Gibbens, 1978).  

In a study of 342 male sexual offenders, Nagayama Hall and Proctor (1987) 

identified 233 (68.1%) individuals with exclusively sexual criminal histories. They 

observed a clear level of specialization in post-release offending for both rapists and 

child molesters. Consistent with much existing research, offenders with child victims 

were much more likely to recidivate sexually than those with adult victims. Although 

rapists did recidivate with rape, they also committed nonsexual offences upon release. 

In line with previous studies, the authors concluded that rape was perhaps 

“symptomatic of a more generalised pattern of antisocial behaviour” (Nagayama Hall 

& Proctor, 1987, p 112).  

Unfortunately Nagayama Hall and Proctor (1987) did not report differences in 

post-release specialization by comparing the sample on the basis of the extent of 

specialization prior to incarceration. This is an identifiable gap in the existing body of 

knowledge regarding recidivism and offending patterns. The relationship between 

specialization in previous offending and the likelihood of reoffending at all and 

between specialization in previous offending and the likelihood of specializing in 

reoffending is of particular relevance to the present thesis. These two interactions are 

addressed directly in Study 2.  
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Brown and Forth (1997) investigated the relationship between psychopathy 

and sexual reoffending in rapists. They reasoned that the Psychopathy Checklist-

Revised (PCL-R) was a useful predictor of sexual recidivism. They concluded that 

psychopathic rapists were more versatile and less likely to recidivate sexually than 

their non-psychopathic counterparts. For them, sexual offending was again seen as 

another antisocial behaviour in which criminals engaged, usually, in an already long 

and diverse pattern of offending (Brown & Forth, 1997).   

In 1998, Hanson and Bussiere published their landmark and often-cited meta-

analytic review of 61 international sexual offender recidivism studies. They found that 

rapists (46.2%) were more likely than child molesters (36.9%) to reoffend at all, as 

well as more likely to reoffend both sexually (rapists: 18.9%; child molesters: 12.7%) 

and with nonsexual violence (rapists: 22.1%; child molesters: 9.9%).  The authors 

concluded that both sexual and nonsexual recidivism was predicted by general 

criminal lifestyle factors. The relevant general criminal variables included youth, 

employment instability, association with criminal peers, antisocial personality 

disorder, substance abuse and maintaining pro-criminal attitudes. Such factors are 

certainly consistent with the analogous behaviours described by Gottfredson and 

Hirschi (1990) that are associated with conventional offending.  

Sexual recidivism was uniquely predicted by other variables as well; most 

strongly by sexual deviance and child preference (Hanson & Bussiere, 1998). In 

addition, sexual reoffending was predicted by age (being young) and marital status 

(being single). Having had an early onset for sexual offences, and having stranger 

victims, unrelated victims and male victims were also powerful predictors of sexual 

recidivism (Hanson & Bussiere, 1998; Lieb et al., 1998). The importance of both 
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sexual and nonsexual variables led to their recommendation that risk assessment tools 

consider both sexual and nonsexual risk variables separately.  

In general, the research on sexual offender recidivism finds sexually relevant 

variables to be the strongest predictors of sexual recidivism upon release (Hanson, 

2002; Hanson & Bussiere, 1998; Kenny et al., 2001). Criminal lifestyle variables and 

number of nonsexual prior offences has also been found to be predictive of sexual 

recidivism (Hanson & Bussiere, 1998; Kenny et al., 2001; Zimring et al., 2007). 

Notably, multiple studies have also concluded that sexual offenders are actually more 

likely to reoffend with a nonsexual offence anyway (Zimring et al., 2007). This 

possibly calls into question the explicit emphasis on sexual variables.  

A final common conclusion from this research is the importance for future 

studies to focus on certain dynamic factors such as gaining or losing employment, 

relationship status, changes in substance abuse patterns, attitudinal development 

during treatment, and skills acquisition (Kenny et al., 2001; Quinsey et al., 1995). 

These fluid factors are clearly much more difficult to measure and their impact is so 

far, less understood.  

 

4.6 Age at Index Offence, Age of Onset and Offence Specialization  

The age of participants in a study is an important concern for specialization 

research. In fact, Britt (1994b) has argued that age is the most relevant factor to 

influence the likelihood of specialization (see also: Blumstein et al., 1986; LeBlanc & 

Frechette, 1989; Stattin & Magnusson, 1991). Spelman (1994) argues that a discovery 

of specialization is best explained by the stage of the individual’s criminal career. He 

reasons that either the offenders have not yet had the chance to develop a more 
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versatile pattern of offending, or that they are in the process of desistance and are no 

longer motivated to engage in the full range of criminal behaviour (Spelman, 1994).  

The second part of this chapter contains a review of what is known about age 

for sexual offenders and how this variable intersects with offending patterns and the 

tendency to specialize. Research regarding specialization and versatility in samples of 

both adults and adolescents is discussed. Finally, age of onset is outlined and the 

differences between early and late onset offenders are examined.  

 

4.6.1 Age at Index Offence 

There is a sound explanation for the observation of both specialization and 

versatility in both adolescence and adulthood. At this stage, however, it is unclear 

which of these observations is empirically more likely. Each of these explanations is 

provided below, first for adolescents and then for adults.  

Adolescents. Versatility has been detected in numerous studies of adolescents 

(Rojek & Erickson, 1982). The explanation here is that juvenile offending is largely 

exploratory and that young offenders tend to engage in a broad range of different 

delinquent behaviours. Burton and Meezan (2004) detected considerable versatility in 

their sample of juvenile sexual offenders including involvement in such serious 

crimes as “animal cruelty, arson, assault, burglary, car theft, drug related crimes, and 

theft” (p. 51). Similarly, Farrington et al. (1988) concluded that the tendency to 

specialize increased with successive arrests and could not be accounted for by the 

attrition of more versatile offenders. This perspective holds that specialization cannot 

be detected reliably in young samples.   

An alternative view of adolescent offending is that because they have had less 

time to offend, juveniles will have necessarily specialist criminal records. 
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Accordingly, Datesman and Aickin (1984) concluded that “status offenders represent 

a distinct group of youths who specialize in status offences and are rarely involved in 

delinquent behaviour” (p. 1249). Spelman (1994) explains this finding by concluding 

that criminal specialists have simply not yet developed their criminal repertoire fully. 

This position is predicted theoretically by Moffitt (1993).  Her taxonomy expects 

adolescence-limited offenders to specialize in the types of offences that herald 

independence (such as underage drinking, driving, and sex). She theorises that this is 

due to their desire to experience certain adult behaviours, before they have the 

legitimate opportunities to do so. 

Vandiver (2006) explored sexual recidivism in juvenile males by following 

300 registered sexual offenders for a period of three to six years after release. 

Although her study concluded that the sample in general had a high rate of continued 

offending into adulthood, their post release offending was predominantly 

nonassaultive and nonsexual. In this case, their early sexual charges were indicative of 

the development of general deviance and not of sexual deviance specifically.  

Adults. There are equally sound explanations of specialization and versatility 

in adults. On one hand, it has been concluded that specialization in all crime 

categories is much more likely among adult offenders who come to specialize over 

time (Kempf, 1986). This might be explained because they have “excelled” at a 

particular crime and repeated it or because they are simply no longer motivated to 

engage in the broader array of crimes they committed as adolescents (Francis et al., 

2004; Spelman, 1994). In a similar way, LeBlanc and Frechette (1989) have 

conceptualised specialization as a process of desistence, where an offender can be 

versatile in his early offending and then come to specialize in something as he gets 

older.   

 60



The competing perspective is that persistent offenders will have more time to 

participate in different offence types, thus appearing versatile as adults (Moffitt, 

1993). The second trajectory of Moffitt’s Dual Taxonomy theory, life-course-

persistent offenders, satisfy this image of offending. Stattin and Magnusson (1991) 

concluded that a versatile offending pattern in adulthood was an extension of a 

diverse range of delinquent acts committed in adolescence. This issue is particularly 

relevant for sexual offending research because so much of the existing research has 

been conducted upon adults.  

 

4.6.2 Sexual Offending in Adolescence and Adulthood 

There are two perspectives on sexual offending across the life course. These 

two positions shape what is known and understood about age of onset. The first view 

proposes that many adult offenders start their offending as adolescents and that many 

adolescent sex offenders continue offending into adulthood (Barbaree, Blanchard, & 

Langton, 2003). The alternative perspective is that adults and adolescents who engage 

in sexual offending constitute two distinct populations (Aylwin et al., 2002; 

Smallbone et al., 2008). At this stage, the nature of the progression (if any) from 

sexual offending in adolescence, to sexual offending in adulthood is not known with 

any certainty (Miner, 2007).  

There is certainly a belief in the field that sexually aggressive behaviours are 

maintained across the life course (Barbaree et al., 2003). Unlike nonsexual juvenile 

offenders, who typically stop offending as they get older (Moffitt, 1993), many sexual 

offenders continue unabated as they age (Erooga & Masson, 1999; Grant, 2000; 

Stenson & Anderson, 1987; Vandiver, 2006). Because adolescent offending can 

portend the development of similar behaviours in adulthood, these two samples are 
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considered dependent and not mutually exclusive. This perspective has meant that 

juveniles are now subjected to many of the emerging pieces of sexual offender 

specific legislation (Miner, 2007). This is occurring despite a growing body of 

empirical research which suggests that juveniles guilty of a sexual offence are actually 

not at a particularly high risk for continued sexual offending in adulthood (Miner, 

2007; Vandiver, 2006; Zimring et al., 2007). 

Hanson (2002) has explained the alternative suggesting a qualitative 

difference between antisocial youth becoming sexually active and the increased 

opportunities that arise for certain offending in adulthood (gaining access to children 

through employment or becoming a parent or step-parent). Further, because the adult 

and juvenile justice systems are usually distinct (in function and philosophy) there are 

worthwhile reasons to consider the groups separately (Aylwin et al., 2002). Although 

this thesis uses a sample drawn exclusively from adults, any juvenile records that exist 

are included in their criminal histories.  

 

4.6.3 Age of Onset  

One of the most salient discoveries to come from criminology is the well 

accepted “age crime curve” (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1983). This suggests that most 

crimes are committed by young people and that the rate of criminal behaviour 

gradually decreases with age for a large majority of individuals. This construct has 

been considered to a much lesser extent by the mostly psychological literature on 

sexual offending (Hanson, 2002).   

Research indicates that sexual offenders have a manifestly different age-crime 

curve which is distinctly bimodal (Hanson, 2002; Smallbone et al., 2008). Like 

nonsexual offenders, there is a peak in mid-adolescence but a second peak has also 
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been discovered in the mid-to-late thirties (Smallbone et al., 2008). Conclusions by 

both Hanson and Smallbone et al. reasoned that these peaks coincide with differential 

opportunity structures during each period of a person’s life. Such situations might 

include sexual exploration and dating in pubescence and marital related difficulties or 

access to children in later life (Hanson, 2002).  

Early Onset. An early age of onset of criminality is a reliable predictor of 

chronic or persistent offending as well as criminal versatility (Moffitt, 1993; McGloin 

et al., 2007; Patterson, Forgatch, Yoerger, & Stoolmiller, 1998; Piquero et al., 1999; 

Prenkty & Knight, 1993, Smallbone et al., 2008; Stattin & Magnusson, 1991; Vitelli, 

1997).  It is “well established that individuals who initiate offending early are at 

greatest risk of serious, long term and frequent criminal offending” (Piquero et al., p. 

275). These offenders usually reveal lower social competence, failure to achieve, 

increased association with delinquent peers (Prenkty & Knight, 1993), poor parental 

monitoring and discipline, and a higher likelihood of adult offending (Vitelli, 1997).  

Studies of sexual offenders have found that early onset correlates with higher 

measures of “lifestyle impulsivity, delinquent and antisocial behaviour, behaviour 

management problems in school, assaultiveness, and fighting” (Prentky & Knight, 

1993, p. 57).   

Late Onset. Conventional criminological thought has proposed that adult onset 

offending is rare (Elander, Rutter, Simonoff, & Pickles, 2002). The development of 

antisocial behaviour in adulthood is certainly far less understood than early or 

adolescence onset. Crime by adults is a serious problem and a majority of adult 

criminals have no delinquent history (Eggleston & Laub, 2003). Elander et al. (2002) 

offer two plausible explanations as to why so many adult offenders appear to have no 

juvenile criminal history.  First, official records have numerous limitations so early 
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criminality might simply not be detected or recorded. Second, adult onset offending 

may be related to alcoholism or drug use that might also develop relatively later in 

life.  

The characteristics of adult onset offending are linked most strongly to family, 

employment and education. More specifically, Sampson and Laub’s (1993) Age 

Graded Theory of Informal Social Control suggests that adult onset criminality is 

associated closely with changes in adult social circumstances that normally provide 

disincentives to antisocial behaviour.  This might include weakening ties to such adult 

institutions of informal social control as marriage, family, and employment (Sampson 

& Laub, 1993).   

There is, however, an alternative explanation for sexual offenders, particularly 

those who satisfy the stereotype of intra-familial or extra-familial child abusers. Here, 

it is conceivable, at least from clinical anecdotes, that an extra-familial child molester 

finding employment or an incest offender getting married might actually have the 

opposite effect. Examples might include the former being hired as a school teacher or 

the latter getting married to a woman with children of her own. In these cases, the 

turning points that are thought to effect desistance (Sampson & Laub, 1993) in a 

generic, versatile offender instead provide accidental or deliberate avenues of 

opportunity for a sexual offender to offend. Although there is so far no empirical 

research to support or dispute this claim, this question is beyond the scope of this 

thesis.  

 

4.7 Summary 

This chapter contains an exploration of the research on specialization and 

versatility in general offenders as well as within the offence cluster of sexual 
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offending. It included a review of the empirical evidence that supports each 

perspective. Across a range of studies of both diverse criminals and clinical samples, 

a distinct group of persistent offenders appear to exist within a broader group of 

versatile offenders who fail to meet various specialization criteria. The existence of 

persistent, sexually deviant child molesters should not be dismissed. And it is 

conceivable that these offenders demand attention and likely require more specific 

treatment and management than the other offenders. But, applying such policies 

universally seems, at this stage, to be irresponsible. 

This chapter also included an examination of the likelihood of sexual 

offenders reoffending sexually upon release. Findings depend heavily upon each 

study’s sample, the length of their follow-up period, and the way in which recidivism 

is measured. Rates of nonsexual recidivism tend to be higher than rates of sexual 

recidivism, even for identified sexual offenders. The presence of general criminal 

lifestyle variables were indicative of both sexual and nonsexual recidivism and sexual 

recidivism was also predicted by variables that measured sexual deviance.  

Extant recidivism research is limited with respect to the intersection of 

reoffending and specialization. First, specialization studies that have used follow-up 

data have been concerned only with specialization in post-release offending and have 

not yet compared levels of specialization in both pre- and post- release offending 

explicitly. Second, recidivism studies of sexual offenders are often unconcerned with 

nonsexual offending and have not yet explored offending specialization upon release. 

These limitations are attended to specifically in Study 2. A long follow-up period of 

up to ten years is used along with multiple measures and sources of recidivism. 

Further, reoffending in all offending categories is considered and specialization in 

post-release offending is calculated separately. Attention to these important 
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components will strengthen our understanding of the dimension of specialization 

across the criminal careers of sexual offenders. 

Finally, this chapter illuminated what is known regarding age of onset and the 

way this element of a criminal career intersects with the dimension of specialization 

for sexual offenders. Research on specialization in adolescence and adulthood was 

explored and conflicting perspectives were reviewed. There are sound explanations 

for findings of specialization and versatility in both adults and adolescents. Age of 

onset was examined with early onset being found to predict versatile offending and a 

later onset in adulthood usually foretelling a more specialized criminal record.  

One important component that is lacking from this research is a thorough 

examination of the nature of the first offence. It is generally acknowledged that more 

serious offences are usually preceded by comparatively trivial offences (Francis, 

Soothill, & Fligelstone, 2004) and that nonsexual offending predates sexual 

offending. But whether this is empirically important with respect to specialization and 

versatility remains to be seen. This question is addressed in Study 3. Study 3 also pays 

particular attention to the onset of sexual and nonsexual offending separately. This 

represents an important and unique step forward in the research of sexual offending 

and age of onset, acknowledging the relevance of nonsexual offending in early 

criminal careers. 

The main research question guiding the three studies contained in the next 

three chapters of this thesis is “to what extent do men who have been referred to civil 

commitment for a sexual offence specialize in sexual offending or commit other 

(nonsexual) offences?” This is explored first across criminal history and then across 

post-release offending for a period of up to ten years. Finally, the intersection between 

age of onset and specialization is explored within a theoretical context.  
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5. Study 1 

The first two studies comprise two consecutive parts that explore the extent of 

offence specialization and versatility in the criminal careers of men convicted of 

sexual offences and referred for civil commitment. Study 1 surveys the criminal 

histories of the offenders. Study 2 (reported in Chapter 6) examines the post-release 

offending of the same offenders. Offence specialization is measured by calculating a 

Specialization Threshold (ST) and a Diversity Index (DI) for each participant. The 

sample is examined first by referral status, comparing specialization in treated and 

observed participants. The sample is then examined using Massachusetts Treatment 

Center (MTC) classification criteria, comparing offence specialization and versatility 

in rapists, child molesters, incest-only offenders and mixed offenders.  

This study makes an important contribution to the existing literature on 

offence specialization in three ways. First, it explores the extent of specialization in 

sexual offending specifically, as well as in nonsexual violence, property, and 

miscellaneous offending. Second, by dividing the sample by offender classification, it 

is possible to assess their level of specialization in sexual offences against adults or 

against children in more detail. Third, using three iterations of both the ST and the DI 

allows for useful comparison across instruments. This chapter outlines the methods 

and reports the results of Study 1. 

 

5.1 Hypotheses 

Given the assumption that participants referred for observation should reveal 

higher levels of specialization than general custodial populations, it should follow 

then, that those who are selected out for treatment and committed for a day-to-life 
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sentence will be subsequently more likely than the observed offenders to specialize in 

sexual offences. Thus, Hypothesis 1 states that: 

1. Treated offenders (who were civilly committed) will show more 

specialization in sexual offences than observed offenders (who were 

assessed and subsequently released). 

 

Extant research on sexual offenders (reviewed in Chapter 4) generally finds 

that compared to rapists, child molesters are more likely to repeat their sexual 

offending behaviours and to be more selective in terms of victim choice. Rapists are 

generally found to be more likely to resemble nonsexual violent offenders than child 

molesters. For example, although a quarter of the child molesters in Miethe et al.’s 

(2006) sample specialized at the 50% level, less than half that many rapists (in the 

same study) met the same specialization criterion. Further, only 1.4% of rapists and 

5.0% of child molesters in their sample satisfied the 100% ST. Consistent with this 

finding, Hypothesis 2 is that: 

2. Offenders classified as child molesters will be more specialized in 

sexual offending than offenders classified as rapists. 

 

Finally, specialization is measured by the Specialization Threshold in four 

separate offending categories (sexual, nonsexual violent, property, and other). Given 

that this study employs a sample of identified sexual offenders it would be logical for 

them to reveal more sexual offending than offending in other criminal categories. 

With this in mind, Hypothesis 3 states that: 
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3. Overall, participants in this sample will be more likely to specialize in 

sexual offences than they will in the other offending categories 

(nonsexual violence, property, and other). 

 

5.2 Method 

5.2.1 Data Source and Participants 

The original sample of participants included 572 men convicted of a sexual 

offence and evaluated at the Massachusetts Treatment Center for Sexually Dangerous 

Persons (MTC) in Bridgewater, Massachusetts between 1959 and 1984. Offenders 

with only one sentencing occasion were excluded from the analysis in Study 1 

because it is meaningless to explore specialization in occasional offenders. This left a 

total sample of 506. The MTC was established in 1959 under special legislation3 for 

the purpose of assessing and treating individuals convicted of repetitive and/or 

aggressive sexual offences (Lieb et al., 1998). The legislation provided for a civil, 

day-to-life commitment by the court (Jenkins, 1998) for anyone determined to be a 

“sexual psychopath”. Massachusetts law defined a sexual psychopath as “a person 

who by a habitual course of misconduct in sexual matters has evidenced the utter lack 

of power to control his sexual impulses” (Mihm, 1954, p. 732). Committed inmates 

were eligible for an annual hearing to determine their suitability for release (Swanson, 

1960). Release was contingent upon being found no longer “sexually dangerous” by 

the clinical staff of the MTC.  

Approximately half the sample (n = 252) (the “treated” group) was observed, 

determined to be sexually dangerous, committed for treatment, and eventually 

released into the community. The remaining 320 men (the “observed” group) were 

                                                 
3 General Law of Massachusetts, ch. 123A Supp 1948; 1965 para 1-11 
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observed for a period of sixty days, evaluated, determined not to be sexually 

dangerous, and either released to the community or returned to prison to serve the 

remainder of their custodial sentence. Once first time offenders were excluded from 

the sample, there were 225 treated and 281 observed participants remaining. This 

information is contained below in Table 5.1. 

 

Table 5.1 
 
Offender Classification and Treatment Status 
 
Offence Type Observed 

and released 
Committed 
for treatment 

Total  

 % (n) % (n)  
Rapists 104 66 170 

Child Molesters 116 96 212 

Incest-Only Offenders 13 12 25 

Mixed Offenders 11 28 39 

Not Classified 37 23 60 

Total 281 225 506 

 

5.2.2 Classification  

The Massachusetts Treatment Center Classification Scheme (MTC:R3 and 

MTC:CM3) (Knight, 1992) was used to classify the sample by offender subtype. This 

yielded three initial subtypes – 192 rapists (whose sexual offence victims were 

exclusively adults), 267 child molesters (whose sexual offence victims were 

exclusively children) and 113 offenders who were unable to be classified into the 

other two types. These offenders could not be classified as rapists or child molesters 

for one of three reasons: they clearly satisfied the inclusion criteria for both rapists 
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and child molesters (having offended against both adults and children); they had 

committed only nuisance sexual offences in which there was no physical contact with 

the victim (e.g. open and gross lewdness, lewd and lascivious behaviour, indecent 

exposure) or; they did not meet the age criteria. The age criteria of the MTC Scheme 

precluded 14 or 15 year old offenders with victims over the age of 10 from being 

classified as rapists. This was intended to prevent the mislabelling of age-appropriate 

sex play among peers. If a 14 or 15 year old offender had victims aged 9 or under, he 

was classified as a child molester.   

The identified group of child molesters was then further divided into “incest-

only offenders” (n = 35) and “child molesters” (n = 232) (with at least one unrelated 

victim). A “mixed offenders” group (n = 39) was created from the unclassified group. 

Mixed offenders were defined as men who had at least one victim under twelve 

(provided they were at least five years older than the victim at the time of the offence) 

as well as at least one victim over the age of sixteen.  

The average age of the participants at the time of their index offence was 

29.85 years (SD = 9.72; Range = 15.47 - 64.55 years)4. Age differences were found 

for the four offender subtypes, F (3, 496) = 28.94, p < .001. Tukey’s HSD Test 

revealed that rapists were significantly younger than mixed offenders (p < .001), child 

molesters (p < .001) and incest-only offenders (p < .001). The average age of rapists 

was 25.29 years (SD = 6.46; Range = 16.06 - 52.85 years). Child molesters had an 

average age of 32.27 years (SD = 10.57; Range = 15.66 - 64.55 years). Mixed 

offenders fell in between these two groups with an average age of 31.67 years (SD = 

10.22; Range = 15.47 - 57.83 years). On average, incest-only offenders were the 

                                                 
4 In some cases, age at index offence precedes observation at the MTC by a number of years.  
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oldest subgroup with a mean age of 36.48 years (SD = 7.81; Range = 21.86 - 62.16 

years).  

 Racial and ethnic diversity in the sample was limited with approximately 90% 

of the participants being white. This is in stark contrast to the typical North American 

incarcerated population where African Americans are extremely overrepresented 

(Jenkins, 1998). However, Miethe et al.’s (2006) recent study also reported a majority 

(62%) of white offenders in custody for a sexual offence. Although the identified 

sexual offenders in Miethe et al.’s sample were more likely to be white, violent 

offenders, property offenders and public order offenders were all more likely to be 

non-white. Further, the vast majority of participants were employed in traditionally 

“blue collar” positions and almost all had some involvement in the military. This is 

likely an artefact of the period at which the data were collected (during the conflicts in 

Korea and Vietnam when there was a military draft in place). 

 

5.2.3 Measures 

Australian Bureau of Statistics Standard Offence Classification. Although 

the PhD was undertaken at an Australian university, the original case files were 

created and collated in the United States. It was therefore necessary to consider the 

jurisdictional differences between Queensland (Australia) and Massachusetts (USA). 

An initial set of twenty cases was examined to determine the equivalency of crime 

labels between the two jurisdictions. This exercise used the Australian Bureau of 

Statistics (ABS) Australian Standard Offence Classification (ASOC) and established 

sufficient similarity between the crime labels in both jurisdictions. A table outlining 

the ABS ASOC and the corresponding offence labels used in Massachusetts is 

provided in Appendix A. Although all classification schedules can be disputed, the 
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present treatment of the ABS scheme was considered appropriate for the purpose of 

this study. 

A second relevant concern related to the age of the data. Certain acts, which 

are no longer illegal, were considered criminal during the period of study.  “Offences” 

such as consensual, adult, homosexual interactions and illegitimacy (fathering a child 

out of wedlock) were excluded from the analyses. This decision did not reduce the 

sample and concerned only a negligible number of cases. 

In keeping with the emphasis in this thesis on sexual offences the ASOC’s 

sixteen original categories were expanded to create twenty more substantively 

applicable categories. “Sexual offences” was divided into “rape”, “child molestation”, 

“other contact sexual offences”, and “noncontact sexual offences”. After the initial 

coding it was discovered that “other contact sexual offences” referred exclusively to 

sexual offences against an adult female (e.g., unnatural act, fornication, sodomy, or 

accosting the opposite sex). This category was later collapsed into the “rape” 

category. To reflect the empirical findings of the connection between alcohol and 

sexual offending, “public order offences” was divided into “alcohol-related offences” 

and “other public order offences”.  

Offences that are committed while in the military are not included in the 

ASOC. In terms of criminal history and subsequent recidivism, however, such 

transgressions are legally considered offences and do appear in the archival files. 

When charges were brought against the individual for “striking a superior officer” the 

act was entered as if it were assault (i.e., “acts intended to cause injury”). All other 

offences committed while in the military (e.g., absent without leave, disorderly in 

uniform, or disobeying orders) were categorised as “offences against justice 

procedures, government security and government operations” unless stated otherwise.  
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Crime Categories. The level of specialization detected in an offender’s 

criminal career is influenced by the number of crime categories used (Wikstrom, 

1987). As the number of crime categories increases, the chance of detecting diversity 

(and thus low levels of specialization) is higher (Agresti & Agresti, 1978). For the 

purposes of the present study three systems of crime categories were used. First, 

offence specialization was examined according to four basic crime categories: Sexual 

offences, nonsexual violent offences, property offences, and other (miscellaneous) 

offences. These four categories were consistent with Miethe et al.’s (2006) Diversity 

Index calculations and therefore allowed comparisons of the present findings with 

those of Miethe et al. A more finely calibrated scheme was warranted to explore 

crime switching within the realm of sexual offending. The second categorization 

included six crime categories: rape, child molestation, noncontact sexual offences, 

nonsexual violent offences, property offences, and other offences. The third 

categorization scheme involved all twenty categories of the adjusted ABS ASOC. 

These crime categories schemes are presented in Table 5.2 below. 

 

Table 5.2 

Diversity Index Crime Categories Using Four, Six, and Twenty Categories 

Four crime categories Six crime categories Twenty crime categories 
 
Rape 
 

Rape 

Other contact sexual 
 

Child molestation Child molestation 
 

Sexual 

Noncontact sexual Noncontact sexual 
 
 
Homicide 
 

Nonsexual violent Nonsexual violent 

Assault 
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Dangerous/negligent acts 
 
Abduction 
 
Robbery 
 
 
Breaking and Entering 
 
Theft 
 
White collar crime 
 
Other property offences 
 

Property Property 

Weapons 
 
 
Drugs 
 
Public order 
 
Alcohol 
 
Military/justice 
 
Motor vehicle violations 
 

Other Other 

Miscellaneous  
 

 
 

Units of Analysis. Studies of offence specialization typically use arrests, 

convictions or sentencing occasions as their predominant unit of analysis (Bursik, 

1980; Guerette et al., 2004). When multiple offences are recorded on a single 

sentencing occasion, the most serious offence is usually selected to represent that 

incident (the Hierarchy Rule). However, as sexual offending is to a large extent 

underreported (Abel et al., 1987; Grant, 2000; Parkinson et al., 2004); the author used 

individual charges as the unit of analysis. This was thought to provide a more 

thorough and detailed picture of an individual’s criminal history. The seriousness of 
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sexual offences means that if a contact sexual offence co-occurred with any other 

offence except murder or armed assault and the Hierarchy Rule was used, those 

sexual offences would not be lost. The clear disadvantage of using the Hierarchy Rule 

for a study of offence specialization therefore, is that this method potentially conceals 

true versatility.  

Consider an individual who is arrested for burglary, assault and rape on a 

single occasion. If only the most serious offence was recorded, this event would be 

represented as one arrest for a sexual offence. Using individual charges, the same 

incident would be recorded as three separate crimes: a sexual offence, a violent 

offence, and a property offence. Of course, using charges instead of arrests has the 

complementary limitation of inflating the level of versatility detected.  A final 

concern is that in this example, it is conceivable that the burglary and the assault were 

instrumental in the commission of the rape and that the individual would not have 

committed those offences had they not committed the rape. 

 

5.3 Procedure 

The present study is part of a larger ongoing study that began in 2003 and was 

funded by the National Institute of Justice (NIJ Grant: 2003WGBX1002, Principal 

Investigator: Dr Raymond Knight). Archival clinical and criminal files (completely 

redacted of all identifying information) were scanned electronically and re-coded 

under the supervision of Dr Raymond Knight at Brandeis University in Massachusetts 

and Dr David Thornton at Sand Ridge Secure Treatment Center in Wisconsin. The 

author attended a training program at Brandeis University in January 2005 and 

subsequently coded and classified approximately 150 files from the observed sample 

(as well as a random selection of 50 files from the committed sample, under the 
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supervision of Dr Knight. The remaining files were coded by other research assistants 

under the supervision of Drs Knight and Thornton. 

Mapping the individual criminal histories of the participants required a 

significant amount of coding beyond that which had already been conducted. The 

author reviewed each of the original 572 files and extracted the official criminal 

histories of each participant recording the prior sexual and nonsexual offences for 

each case. The date, type of offence and resulting disposition of every incident in their 

criminal histories was collected and entered into an SPSS spreadsheet5. This database 

was then merged with the corresponding data gathered from the risk assessment tools 

and classification schemes and later with all officially recorded post-release 

offending.  

Specialization Thresholds and Diversity Indices were calculated for each case 

according to the decision rules described below. Groups were distinguished by 

referral status, offender classification, and level of specialization. Because it is 

meaningless to assess specialization in occasional offenders, the 66 first time 

offenders (i.e., with only one sentencing occasion) were excluded from the analysis in 

this chapter. This reduced the sample to 506. Including only those offenders with two 

or more separate arrest occasions is consistent with the convention in the extant 

research on offence specialization (Farrington et al., 1988; Sullivan et al., 2006). 

 

                                                 
5 There were 16 possible dispositions that were coded. These were: Prison; Committed to MTC; 
Reform school/Youth Services Board; Parole; Probation; Suspended sentence; Fined; Filed; 
Released/discharged; Dismissed; Continued; Bound over to grand jury; Not guilty; No bill (nol-
prossed); Defaulted/failure to appear; Final disposition unknown. 
 

 77



5.4 Analytical Strategies 

Specialization Threshold (ST). The ST was calculated in order to examine 

specialization in sexual offences (and in the other three offending categories of 

nonsexual violence, property, and other). Percentage cut-offs were determined to 

identify offenders who specialized in sexual offending at various levels. Because there 

is no consensus in the research on a single appropriate cut-off, the author calculated a 

selection (50%, 75% and 100%) for comparison. These thresholds are consistent with 

Miethe et al.’s (2006) recent study. The number of participants in the sample who 

specialized in general sexual offending at each percentage cut-off was determined. 

Frequencies were then determined for the number of participants who specialized in 

rape and child molestation at each percentage cut-off. 

First, the sample was divided by referral status to compare treated cases and 

observed cases. Second, the sample was divided by offender classification into rapists, 

child molesters, incest-only offenders, and mixed offenders (based on the MTC 

Classification Scheme described above). Third, the degree to which rapists specialized 

in rape and to which child molesters specialized in child molestation was assessed. 

Finally, the degree to which incest-only offenders specialized in child molestation and 

to which the men with mixed aged victims specialized in rape or child molestation 

was determined. 

Diversity Index (DI). The DI provides a measurement of variation which 

calculates the probability that any two randomly selected offences come from 

different crime categories (Agresti & Agresti, 1978; Mazerolle et al., 2000; Piquero et 

al., 1999). Although it is often calculated for each offending transition, the author 

followed Sullivan et al.’s (2006) approach and derived a single average score for each 

participant’s criminal history. This was intended to encapsulate the global amount of 
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versatility demonstrated by each individual in the sample. An aggregate DI was 

computed for the sample as a whole, for rapists and for child molesters. Again, for 

comparison, the DIs were calculated on the original four categories, the six categories 

more substantively relevant to sexual offending, as well as the 20 categories of the 

extended ASOC. All results were analysed using SPSS for Windows Version 13.0. 

 

5.5 Results 

5.5.1 Sample Specialization  

To provide a context for the interpretation of the following results the global 

level of specialization in the sample was explored. Presumptions of specialization in 

sexual offending samples have, so far, not stood up to empirical research. It is 

conceivable that if any sample should show a higher level of specialization, it would 

likely be a group of identified sexual offenders who were referred for civil 

commitment. The present sample reveals generally higher levels of specialization in 

sexual offences than that found in previous studies with almost a third of the sample 

meeting the 50% ST in sexual offences. This can be directly compared to other 

studies where the same statistic has generally ranged between 14% and 24% (Lussier, 

2005; Miethe et al., 2006). 

 

5.5.2 Specialization Threshold  

 Hypothesis 1 predicted that treated offenders would be more likely than 

observed offenders to specialize in sexual offending. To test this hypothesis, the 

number of treated and observed participants who met each ST (50%, 75% and 100%) 

was calculated and the groups were compared using a Pearson’s Chi Square test. The 

ST measures the extent to which the sample specialized in the crime category of 
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sexual offences (including all contact and noncontact sexual offences against adults 

and children). Sexual offences account for 50% or more of the total number of 

charges for less than a third of the sample as a whole. The first hypothesis is not 

supported as the treated and observed participants do not differ significantly from 

each other at each ST. These results are contained in Table 5.3. 

 

Table 5.3 

Specialization Threshold for General Sexual Offending by Treated and Observed 

Subgroups 

ST Observed 

(n=281) 

%(n) 

Treated 

(n=225) 

%(n) 

�$2  (1) p Cramer’s V 

50%  30.2 (85) 31.6 (71) .10  .752 .014 

75%  16.7 (47) 18.2 (41) .20  .659 .020 

100%  8.5 (24) 9.3 (21) .10  .756 .014 

Note. N = 506. 
 

 Hypothesis 2 predicted that child molesters would be more specialized in 

sexual offending than rapists. Although this hypothesis referred explicitly to rapists 

and child molesters, all offence classifications are included in this analysis. A 

Pearson’s Chi Square test confirms support for this hypothesis with over 40% of child 

molesters specializing in sexual offences at the 50% threshold, but significantly fewer 

rapists meeting the same criterion.  These results are contained in Table 5.4, which 

also shows how many incest-only and mixed offenders meet each ST.   
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Table 5.4 

Specialization Threshold for Sexual Offending by Offender Groups 

ST  Rapists  

 

(n = 170) 

%(n) 

Child 

Molesters  

(n = 212) 

%(n) 

Incest-Only 

Offenders 

(n = 25) 

%(n) 

Mixed 

Offenders 

(n = 39) 

%(n) 

�$2 (3) p Cramer’s V 

50%  10.6 (18) 43.4 (92) 32.0 (8) 48.7 (19) 54.34  <.001 .349 

75%  4.7 (8) 27.8 (59) 16.0 (4) 17.9 (7) - - - 

100%  2.9 (5) 14.6 (31) 4.0 (1) 7.7 (3) - - - 

 

Pearson’s Chi Square tests could not be conducted for the offender 

classifications at the 75% ST or 100% ST because the cell sizes were too small. Even 

though the significance of these differences cannot be determined, the same pattern 

detected at the 50% ST continues at the other cut offs. Although their sample sizes are 

much smaller, it is worth noting that about a third of incest-only offenders and almost 

half of the mixed offenders also met the 50% ST, making mixed offenders slightly 

more likely than child molesters to specialize in sexual offences.  

There is no specific hypothesis that guides the analysis contained below in 

Table 5.5. The wealth of information in the present dataset allowed for a deeper 

exploration of Hypothesis 2. Following the prediction that child molesters will be 

more likely than rapists to specialize in sexual offending, the following analysis 

assesses the extent to which child molesters specialize in sexual offences against 

children and to which rapists specialize in sexual offences against adults.  

Less than 5% of rapists specialized in rape at the 50% ST. This drops to only 

1.2% (two cases) at the 100% ST. In contrast, almost a quarter of the child molesters 

and incest-only offenders met the 50% ST for sexual offences against children. This 
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proportion drops to approximately 5% at the 100% ST. Mixed offenders appear to be 

more likely to specialize in child molestation than in rape at the 50% ST. Although 

sample sizes are too small to conduct Chi-Square significance tests, these trends are 

certainly in the expected direction with rapists being much less likely to specialize 

specifically in sexual offending against adults.  

 

Table 5.5  

Specialization Threshold in Rape and in Child Molestation 
 

 Rapists  

 

(n = 170) 

%(n) 

Child 

Molesters  

(n = 212) 

%(n) 

Incest-only 

Offenders 

(n = 25) 

%(n) 

Mixed 

Offenders 

(n = 39) 

%(n) 

ST for Rape      

50%  4.7 (8) - - 2.6 (1) 

75%  2.9 (5) - - 0.0 (0) 

50%  1.2 (2) - - 0.0 (0) 

ST for Child Molestation    

50%  - 23.1 (49) 24.0 (6) 17.9 (7) 

75%  - 11.3 (24) 20.0 (5) 5.1 (2) 

100%  - 5.2 (11) 4.0 (1) 0.0 (0) 

 
 

5.5.3  Diversity Index 

 The DI was calculated for those offenders with at least two arrests (n = 506). 

This second measure of offence specialization provided an additional method by 

which to test Hypothesis 1, which predicted that treated offenders would be more 

 82



likely than observed offenders to specialize in sexual offending. An independent 

samples t-test was run to test this prediction and the results did not support Hypothesis 

1. There are no significant differences between the treated and the observed 

participants. This holds for the DI at four categories, at six categories, and at 20 

categories. These results are contained in Table 5.6. 

 

Table 5.6  

Diversity Index by Referral Status 
 
History DI  

 

Observed 

(n = 281) 

M (SD) 

Treated  

(n = 225) 

M (SD) 

t df p Cohen’s d 

  4 categories  0.49 (0.28) 0.47 (0.21) 1.035 480.00 .301 .08 

  6 categories  0.57 (0.17) 0.54 (0.18) 0.761 474.92 .447 .17 

  20 categories  0.65 (0.20) 0.63 (0.21) 0.993 504.00 .321 .10 

 
 

Next, to attend to Hypothesis 2, participants were compared by offender 

classification. Hypothesis 2 predicted that child molesters would be more likely than 

rapists to specialize in sexual offending. A one-way independent ANOVA was used 

to determine whether there were significant differences between offender subgroups 

at four categories, at six categories, and at 20 categories. Tukey’s HSD test confirms 

that rapists are more diverse than child molesters at four categories, six categories, 

and at 20 categories. This offers additional support for Hypothesis 2, that child 

molesters are more likely to specialize in sexual offences than rapists. These results 

are contained in Table 5.7. 
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Table 5.7 

Diversity Index by Offender Subgroups 

History DI  

 

Rapists  

 

(n=170) 

M(SD) 

Child 

Molesters 

(n=212) 

M(SD) 

Incest-Only 

Offenders 

(n=25) 

M(SD) 

Mixed 

Offenders 

(n=39)  

M(SD) 

df F p  �¾2 

 

  4 categories  .56 (0.15) .43 (0.23) .48 (0.21) .48 (0.19) (3, 445)  13.97 < .001 .087 

  6 categories  .58 (0.15) .53 (0.19) .54 (0.18) .59 (0.13) (3, 445)  3.60 .014 .024 

  20 categories  .71 (0.16) .60 (0.22) .57 (0.20) .64 (0.17) (3, 445) 11.02 < .001 .070 

 
 

A peripheral aim of Study 1 was to explore the utility of a range of iterations 

of each measure of specialization. As expected, the DI increased as the number of 

crime categories increased. The difference between offender types was most 

pronounced at four categories, with a larger effect size. This suggests that the 

criminological convention of using fewer crime categories in the DI calculation is 

sufficient when compared to the other more finely calibrated alternatives that were 

used in this analysis.  

 

5.5.4 Specialization in Other Offences Using the 50% Specialization Threshold  

Although the focus of this thesis is on specialization in sexual offences, 

specialization in other crime categories is also an under-examined area of interest. 

This is of particular relevance given the assumption that convicted sexual offenders 

referred for civil commitment are apparently so specialized. In reflection of that 

sample bias, and based on existing research about sexual offending in general, 

Hypothesis 3 stated that participants in this sample would be generally more likely to 

specialize in sexual offending than they would in the other commonly used offender 
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categories (nonsexual violence, property, and other). The number of participants who 

met the 50% ST in each offending category were calculated and compared by referral 

status and offender classification. With the exception of the rapist category, these 

findings support Hypothesis 3. The results are contained in Figures 5.1 and 5.2 below.   

Figure 5.1 depicts the comparison of the treated cases with the observed cases 

on the extent to which they meet the 50% ST in four separate crime categories. 

Regardless of referral status, participants are most likely to specialize in sexual 

offending. This finding supports Hypothesis 3. A substantial proportion of both 

observed and treated cases met the 50% ST for “other” offences (which includes 

mostly alcohol related offences, public order offences, and traffic violations). A 

Pearson’s Chi Square test confirmed that treated offenders were significantly more 

likely than observed offenders to specialize in nonsexual violence, �$2 (1, N = 506) = 

10.02, p = .001, Cramer’s V = .14, and property offences, �$2 (1, N = 506) = 4.17, p = 

.03, Cramer’s V = .09, indicating that they are more criminally diverse. 

 

Figure 5.1 
 
Specialization in Four Crime Categories by Referral Status  
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Figure 5.2 includes the same data, this time arranged by offender 

classification. Consistent with the expectations of Hypothesis 2, rapists are much less 

likely than the other offender groups to meet the 50% ST in sexual offences. These 

results also indicate that rapists are in fact more likely to specialize in property 

offences and other offences than in sexual offences. If the 50% threshold is a 

sufficient criterion from which to define specialization, the “rapists” in this sample 

might perhaps be more correctly labeled “property offenders” or “general offenders”. 

Figure 5.2 also shows that no incest-only offenders in the present sample specialize in 

nonsexual violence or in property crimes. Sample sizes were too small in this analysis 

to conduct Pearson’s Chi Square tests to determine the significance of these findings. 

 
 
 

Figure 5.2 

Specialization in Four Crime Categories by Offender Classification 
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5.6 Discussion  

This study examined the extent of offence specialization versus versatility in 

the criminal histories of male sexual offenders referred for civil commitment. The 
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results of the ST across three percentage cutoffs, and of the DI with three different 

crime categorization schemes, strongly suggest that criminal versatility is the more 

likely tendency in this sample of participants. These results are consistent with 

longstanding criminological observations that offence specialization is uncommon in 

general offender populations (Farrington et al., 1986), and with more recent 

observations that offence specialization is equally rare in sexual offender populations 

(Lussier, 2005; Miethe et al., 2006; Soothill et al., 2000). 

 
5.6.1 Summary of Results  

 Given that civil commitment is ostensibly reserved for sexually dangerous 

offenders, Hypothesis 1 predicted higher levels of offence specialization in those 

treated offenders who were adjudged to be sexually dangerous, compared to those 

who were observed and released. No support was found for this hypothesis. There 

were no significant differences on the ST or DI between offenders on the basis of 

their referral status. Those participants who were assessed and determined to require 

treatment were no more likely to specialize in sexual offending than those who were 

observed and released. These findings suggest final judgments made by the MTC 

about sexual dangerousness appear to have been insensitive to sexual offence 

specialization. Another interpretation might be that the construct of offence 

specialization was simply irrelevant to psychiatric and legal considerations at the 

time.   

 Like previous studies of sexual offenders, both measures of offence 

specialization revealed substantial differences between child molesters and rapists. 

Hypothesis 2 was supported strongly: rapists had more versatile criminal records than 

child molesters. Although child molesters in this sample were generally more 
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specialized than other offender types and than other child molesters in previous 

studies, in absolute terms, child molesters actually tended to be criminally versatile.   

The inclusion of incest-only and mixed offender groups represents a key step 

forward; however, these groups were too small to draw any meaningful conclusions 

with respect to their offending patterns. More research is warranted to further explore 

these particular offending populations. 

A final objective of this study was to explore the extent to which this sample 

specialized in other offending categories. With regard to Hypothesis 3, the present 

sample was generally more likely to specialize in sexual offences than in any other 

offending category. When separated by offender classification, child molesters were 

more likely to specialize in sexual offending but rapists were actually more likely to 

specialize in property or miscellaneous offences than they were in sexual offences. 

This is consistent with existing research which indicates a much more versatile 

offending pattern for rapists when compared with child molesters. It also raises an 

important issue with respect to labelling. If offenders were categorised by their modal 

offence, these rapists could be more correctly referred to as “burglars” or “traffic 

offenders”  

Offenders with mixed aged victims were the most likely to specialize in sexual 

offences, with almost half meeting the 50% ST. This might be partly because their 

pool of potential victims is larger than for the other offender types; their sexual 

offences are not limited to adults or children and include both. Incest-only offenders 

are often perceived to be specialized in their offending, so it is interesting to note that 

they were less likely than the child molesters or mixed offenders to specialize in 

sexual offending. As has been observed elsewhere (see, e.g., Smallbone & Wortley, 

2004), offending against related children does not preclude someone from exhibiting 
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nonsexual criminal versatility. While the present results are consistent with Smallbone 

and Wortley’s (2004) findings, the extremely small size of the incest-only sample 

must be considered. It would be irresponsible to draw any firm conclusions from such 

a small number of cases.  

 

5.6.2 Limitations of Study 1  

The results of this study are limited by some components of the method used. 

In particular, the way that counts, charges and sentencing occasions were included 

warrants discussion. A single date provided in a file might indicate a sentencing 

occasion that has numerous charges (separate crimes) or counts (multiple charges for 

the same crime). Further, these dates seldom reflect the exact date upon which the 

crime occurred, often referring instead to when the incident was brought to court. 

Although some files included police reports (which contain the actual date of 

commission), for most files there was no way to ensure if the offences from one 

sentencing occasion were committed on the same day or on a series of days. In these 

cases, in the absence of more discreet measures, multiple charges or counts that were 

brought to court on a single date were treated as if they occurred on that date. It is 

recognized that some detail is lost by this method and every effort was made to clarify 

that dates refer to sentencing occasions and not to commission dates.  

Although the problem of dates is a serious concern, it is not critical to the 

specific research questions of this study. Here, the extent of specialization was 

calculated as a static measure. It is appreciated, however, that this would be a 

significant concern for any future analysis conducted from a longitudinal perspective, 

where arrests and periods of time in between arrests are of greater relevance.  
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A second weakness of this study concerns the interpretation of the DI. Unlike 

the ST, the DI is not explicitly focused on the category of sexual offending. An 

individual with a low DI might not necessarily be specializing in the sexual category. 

A low DI might be indicative of concentration in any category. For this reason, the DI 

is not included in the next chapter. 

 

5.7 Conclusion  

Mapping the criminal histories of the offenders in the sample has created a 

picture, albeit incomplete, of the extent of offence specialization and versatility in 

their criminal histories. Marked versatility across the entire sample was the dominant 

conclusion from this study. One might expect that persistent, specialist child 

molesters would be more likely to be selected out for civil commitment. As a whole, 

the sample revealed a substantially higher degree of specialization than other samples. 

When compared by referral status, treated cases and observed cases did not differ with 

respect to their likelihood of specialization in sexual crime. Child molesters were 

substantially more likely to specialize in sexual offending than rapists and also more 

likely to specialize in child molestation than rapists in rape. 

Study 2 is described in detail in the next chapter. It builds on the findings from 

Study 1, expanding the picture of criminal careers that has been created here. It 

continues to explore offending patterns and tendencies, this time, focusing on the 

offences committed by the present sample upon their release from the MTC.   
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6. Study 2 

Study 2 builds on the findings from Study 1, continuing to explore the 

tendency for specialization over the course of sexual offenders’ criminal careers. 

Having established the extent to which the participants’ criminal histories revealed 

specialization or versatility, the primary purpose of this study is to use post-release 

recidivism data from the same sample to examine whether patterns of offence 

specialization and versatility are sustained over the longer term. Thus, Study 2 

explores the extent of offence specialization and versatility in the post-release 

offending of the sample. This chapter includes the methods, results and a brief 

discussion of the results of Study 2.  

 

6.1 Hypotheses 

Study 2 has two main objectives: 1) to determine the rates of recidivism for 

the original sample from Study 1; and 2) to determine the extent to which previously 

identified specialist or versatile sexual offenders maintained those patterns in their 

post-release offending.  

Considerable emphasis is placed in practice upon the assumed patterns of 

recidivism for sexual offenders. Although much research has focused on recidivism, 

the interaction between recidivism and the dimension of specialization remains 

largely unchartered territory. The first three hypotheses address the first objective of 

this study, referring specifically to recidivism. Recall that Study 1 included the 506 

offenders in the sample with at least two prior sentencing occasions and explored their 

likelihood of offence specialization. Because the emphasis in Study 2 is on 

reoffending, the sample is extended to include the original 572 participants. The first 

three hypotheses make predictions about an offender’s likelihood of recidivism based 
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on previous research. They divide the sample in three ways comparing participants by 

referral status, offender classification, and level of prior specialization.   

Hypothesis 1 assumes that the treatment provided at the MTC was sufficient to 

reduce subsequent offending. With this in mind, it is expected that by the time of their 

release, the offenders who were initially selected out for treatment will be no more 

likely to reoffend than the offenders who were observed and not treated. Thus, 

Hypothesis 1 states that: 

1. When compared by referral status, treated offenders would be no 

more likely than observed offenders to reoffend upon release. 

 

Given that research (including the results contained in the previous chapter) 

indicates that rapists are more likely than child molesters to be criminally versatile 

(Lussier, 2005; Simon, 2000; Smallbone & Wortley, 2004; Weinrott & Saylor, 1991) 

it should follow that their lack of specialization will amount to more opportunities to 

offend in general. So, Hypothesis 2 predicts that: 

2. When compared by offender classification, rapists will be more 

likely than child molesters to reoffend. 

 

Following on from Hypothesis 2, Hypothesis 3 also posits that offenders who 

have been identified as versatile will experience more opportunities to offend upon 

release and therefore be more likely to recidivate. It states that: 

3. When compared by level of specialization, versatile offenders will be 

more likely than specialist offenders to reoffend. 

 

 92



The next three hypotheses are informed generally by the findings from Study 1 

and essentially predict that specialization is a stable offending tendency. These 

hypotheses refer exclusively to the extent of offence specialization detected in the 

post release offending records of each participant. Therefore, this analysis includes 

only those offenders who had at least two follow up charges. This reduced the sample 

to 247. 

Study 1 concluded that treated and observed offenders were essentially 

indistinguishable with respect to their level of specialization. Further, Hypothesis 1 

above predicts that by the time of their release, treated offenders will not be more 

likely than observed offenders to recidivate upon release. Based on these two 

positions, Hypothesis 4 states that: 

4. When compared by referral status, treated offenders will be no more 

likely than observed offenders to specialize in their post-release 

offending. 

 

Given that child molesters were more likely to specialize in sexual offences 

than rapists before their referral to the MTC, Hypothesis 5 predicts that child 

molesters will be more likely than rapists to specialize in sexual offending in their 

subsequent offending upon release. This perspective seeks to determine whether 

specialization is a stable offending pattern. It states that: 

5. When compared by offender classification, child molesters will be 

more likely than rapists to specialize in sexual offending in their 

post-release offending. 
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Hypothesis 6 also assumes that specialization is a stable offending tendency. 

Here, offenders are compared based on the extent to which their prior criminal 

histories were specialized. Specialist offenders are those for whom sexual offences 

accounted for 50% or more of the charges in their criminal histories. Thus, 

Hypothesis 6 states that:  

6. When compared by level of specialization, specialist offenders will 

be more likely than versatile offenders to specialize in sexual 

offending in their post-release offending. 

 

6.2 Method 

6.2.1 Data Source and Participants 

Study 2 follows the same 572 offenders from Study 1 for a period of up to ten 

years after their release from the MTC. Thus, the length of the follow-up period for 

each participant was dependent upon their release date. With their criminal histories 

examined in the previous chapter, this study further explores their criminal careers 

and addresses individual recidivism rates, creating a retrospective longitudinal 

dataset.  

The follow-up data for Study 2 contains a wealth of information regarding 

each individual’s post-release offences. Because there are drawbacks to relying on a 

single source of official statistics for recidivism, this study incorporates multiple 

sources of data on criminal events (committed anywhere in the continental United 

States). This enabled the original researchers to cross check information. A 

comprehensive list of record sources was consulted. These include the Massachusetts 

Board of Probation, the Massachusetts Parole Board, the MTC Authorized Absence 

Program, the Massachusetts Department of Public Safety and the Federal Bureau of 

 94



Investigation (FBI). The information contained within these recording sources is 

described here. 

The Massachusetts Board of Probation and the Massachusetts Parole Board 

record all charges and their consequent dispositions. The reliability of these sources 

for both misdemeanour and felony charges for offences committed within the state of 

Massachusetts has been demonstrated previously (Knight & Thornton, 2007).  

The MTC Authorized Absence Program includes information on all of the 

participants from the committed sample. In some circumstances, when an inmate was 

placed on a gradual release program, their file was kept open by the MTC. These files 

contain monthly status reports reviewing the participant’s progress, as well as notes 

submitted by case managers regarding the individual’s activities and community 

adjustment. Length of time in custody was not included in the study. Although the 

files contained the disposition for each charge (including sentence length if relevant) 

the actual time served was not provided. Finally, the FBI maintains an ongoing record 

of all individuals convicted of felonies throughout the country. These records include 

charges and dispositions. The Massachusetts Department of Public Safety records 

were ultimately eliminated because their information was determined to be identical 

to that found in the FBI records.  

 

6.3 Procedure 

A list of all possible criminal charges was generated as part of the original NIJ 

study. This was achieved by using the handbooks from the Commission of Probation 

and the FBI. Individual coders subsequently added to the list when they encountered 

charges that were not in the original directories. This process generated a list of 172 
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possible criminal charges. These crime types were later collapsed by the present 

author into the same ABS ASOC categories used in Study 1.  

The author coded the follow-up files on site at Brandeis University in the 

summers of 2005 and 2006 with Dr Knight and Beth Schatzel-Murphy. Files were 

scanned, saved in Portable Document Format and copied onto compact discs for more 

convenient transportation. The follow-up data were then recoded by the author in 

accordance with the methods used in the first study and merged with the existing 

database.  

Specialization Thresholds (STs) were calculated for the 306 individuals who 

were known to have reoffended after they were released from the MTC. A separate 

measure was calculated for their history, their follow-up, and their “career total”. 

These measures included only those offences known to the agencies consulted in the 

study. As in the previous chapter, the unit of analysis for Study 2 was charges, again 

acknowledging the limitation of using only the most serious offence at sentencing 

occasion.  Diversity Indices were not calculated for Study 2. 

 

6.4 Results 

6.4.1 Recidivism  

The analyses conducted to test Hypotheses 1, 2, and 3 included the original 

sample of 572 offenders who were released from the MTC either after treatment 

(treated) or after assessment (observed). Follow-up files were missing for four 

participants. This reduced the sample to 568. Hypothesis 1 predicted that treated and 

observed participants would not differ with respect to post-release offending. 

Recidivism was considered in three ways: any subsequent charges of any type, 

subsequent charges for sexual offences, and subsequent charges for nonsexual violent 
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offences. Once these groups were calculated, a Pearson’s Chi Square test determined 

the statistical significance of the results. Hypothesis 1 was partially supported. 

Recidivism rates did not differ between treated and observed offenders for any 

recidivism or violent recidivism but there was a significant difference between groups 

on sexual recidivism. These results are contained in Table 6.1.  

 

Table 6.1 

Recidivism Rates by Referral Status 

 Observed  

(n = 319) 

%(n) 

Treated  

(n = 249) 

%(n) 

�$2 (1) p Cramer’s V 

Any recidivism 53.6 (171) 54.2 (135) 0.02 .885 .01 

Sexual recidivism  21.0 (67) 28.9 (72) 4.74 .030 .13 

    Violent recidivism 26.0 (83) 24.9 (62) 0.09 .761 .09 

Note. N = 568 
 

Just over half of the sample recidivated with approximately a quarter of the 

sample charged with at least one sexual offence and a quarter of the sample charged 

with at least one nonsexual violent offence upon release from the treatment centre. 

The Pearson’s Chi Square test indicates that the only significant finding is that treated 

cases are significantly more likely than observed cases to be charged with a follow-up 

sexual offence upon release.  

Hypothesis 2 predicted that when the participants were divided by offender 

classification, rapists would be more likely than child molesters to reoffend upon 

release. There was no specific expectation regarding the incest-only offenders and the 

mixed offenders and they were included for exploratory purposes. No support was 
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found for Hypothesis 2. The results regarding recidivism rates and offender 

classification are provided in Table 6.2. 

 
Table 6.2 

Recidivism Rates by Offender Classification 

 Rapists  

 

(n = 189) 

%(n) 

Child 

Molesters 

(n = 236) 

%(n) 

Incest-

Only  

(n = 34) 

%(n) 

Mixed  

 

(n = 39) 

%(n) 

�$2 (3) p Cramer’s V 

Any recidivism 57.7 (109) 51.7 (122) 52.9 (18) 48.7 (19) 1.98 .58 .06 

Sexual recidivism 26.5 (50) 21.6 (51) 23.5 (8) 30.8 (12) 2.30 .51 .07 

Violent recidivism 29.1 (55) 23.3 (55) 32.4 (11) 15.4 (6) 4.83 .19 .10 

Note. N = 498 
 

Although not statistically significant, the trend of these results is in the 

expected direction with rapists slightly more likely than child molesters to reoffend 

upon release. It is interesting to note that while extra-familial child molesters are 

generally seen to be the most specialized in sexual offending, they were actually the 

least likely offender subgroup to recidivate sexually. Contrary to many existing 

assumptions regarding incest offenders as being socially competent and nonviolent, a 

third of them reoffended violently. Although this was the largest proportion of any of 

the groups to reoffend with violence, firm conclusions cannot be drawn because the 

sample sizes are so small.  

Perhaps the most interesting finding from this analysis is that regarding mixed 

offenders. In terms of specific sexual offending categories, they are considered 

“versatile” (having abused both women and children). In terms of the more general 

offending categories, they are more likely than the other sexual offender 
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classifications to recidivate sexually but less likely than the other classifications to 

reoffend violently, or at all.  

Hypothesis 3 predicted that versatile offenders would be more likely than 

specialist offenders to reoffend upon release. In this analysis (and throughout this 

chapter) specialists are those who have met the 50% ST for general sexual offences in 

their criminal histories. Versatile offenders are those who failed to meet this 

threshold. A Pearson’s Chi Square test was conducted to determine the significance of 

the differences between groups. Hypothesis 3 was partially supported and the results 

are contained in Table 6.3. 

 
Table 6.3 

Recidivism Rates by Criminal History Specialization  

 Versatile  

(n = 371) 

%(n) 

Specialist  

(n = 197) 

%(n) 

�$2 (1) p Cramer’s V 

Any recidivism  59.6 (221) 43.1 (85) 13.96 <.001 .16 

Sexual recidivism  23.7 (88) 26.0 (51) 0.38 .567 02 

Violent recidivism 31.8 (118) 13.7 (27) 22.18 <.001 .10 

Note. N = 568 
 

 Versatile offenders were significantly more likely than specialist offenders to 

reoffend generally. They were also more likely to be charged with a nonsexual violent 

offence. It is noteworthy that this trend did not follow for sexual recidivism. 

Offenders whose criminal histories were specialized did not differ from their versatile 

counterparts regarding sexual charges upon release. At this stage it appears that 

specialization in prior offending might be a stronger indicator of one’s likelihood of 

recidivism (in general) than referral status or offender classification.  
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6.4.2 Follow-Up Specialization  

The following analysis concerns the extent of specialization in the follow-up 

offending records of the sample and refers specifically to Hypotheses 4, 5, and 6. As 

previously noted, it is meaningless to explore specialization in occasional offenders so 

this analysis includes only those 247 cases with at least two follow-up charges. 

Comparisons are made first by referral status, then by offender classification, and 

finally by level of offence specialization (in offending prior to referral to the MTC).  

Hypothesis 4 assumed that the treatment was effective in curbing sexual 

offending, specifically and predicted that treated and observed offenders would not 

differ in the extent to which their post release offending was specialized in sexual 

offences. The participants whose recidivist offending satisfied the 50% ST were 

arranged by referral status and a Pearson’s Chi Square test was conducted. Versatile 

offending (both before referral and after release) is clearly the predominant offending 

pattern for this sample. Although treated offenders (30/107, 28%) were somewhat 

more likely that observed offenders (25/140, 18%) to specialize in sexual offences in 

their post release offending. Hypothesis 4 was supported because this difference was 

not significant, �$2 (1, N = 247) = 3.63, p = .057, Cramer’s V = 0.12.  

Hypothesis 5 addresses specialization in post-release offending by offender 

classification and predicted that child molesters would be more likely than rapists to 

meet the follow-up 50% ST in sexual offending. Again, as in previous analyses, 

incest-only offenders and mixed offenders were included for exploration with no 

specific expectation regarding their offending patterns. A Pearson’s Chi Square test 

indicated that there are no significant differences between the child molesters and 
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rapists, �$2 (1, N = 189) = .003, p = .960, Cramer’s V = .00. This provides no support 

for Hypothesis 5. These results are contained in Figure 6.1 below. 

 

Figure 6.1 

Follow-up Specialization in Sexual Offending by Offender Classification  
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As discovered earlier, a large majority of offenders tended to be versatile in 

their post-release offending. Only one quarter of the rapists and child molesters who 

reoffended upon release met the 50% ST in sexual offences for their recidivist 

offending. Although the sample was much smaller, the same proportion of mixed 

offenders satisfies this criterion. A single incest-only offender specialized in his post-

release offending.  The latter two groups were excluded from this test because their 

small sample sizes would violate the cell size assumption of the Chi Square test. 

Finally, offenders are arranged by the degree to which they specialized in 

sexual offences before referral to the MTC. This analysis addresses the question of 

whether participants who reoffend maintain their previously established offending 

tendencies or they change. Hypothesis 6 predicts that those who had specialist 

criminal histories would be more likely to meet the follow-up 50% ST in sexual 
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offences than those who were criminally versatile before referral. A Pearson’s Chi 

Square test determined strong support for this hypothesis, �$2 (1, N = 247) = 18.08, p < 

.001, Cramer’s V = .27. Those offenders who specialized in sexual offending prior to 

their referral to the MTC were more than twice as likely as versatile offenders to meet 

the 50% ST upon release. These results are contained below in Table 6.4.  

 

Table 6.4 

Patterns of Specialization and Versatility 

 Prior Criminal History    

Post-Release Offending  Versatile  

n (%) 

Specialist 

n (%) 

Total 

Versatile   153 (84.5)  39 (59.1) 192 

Specialist   28 (15.5)  27 (40.9) 55 

Total 181 (100.0) 66 (100.0) 247 

 

Versatile post-release offending was even more likely among those offenders 

determined previously to have versatile criminal histories with 80% (153/192) of 

them following that pattern. Of the 181 offenders with versatile criminal histories, 

more than 80% continued on a versatile offending trajectory with only 15% switching 

to offence specialization after release. The specialist career criminals (who met the 

50% ST for both pre-referral and post-release offending) were a small group, 

accounting for only one tenth of the sample. 

Specialization prior to referral to the MTC was not necessarily indicative of 

specialization in post-release offending. Of the 66 cases that met the 50% ST for 

sexual offending in their criminal history, most (39/66; 59.1%) did not maintain a 
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pattern of specialization upon release. Looking at this the other way around, of the 

participants who specialized upon release, approximately half had specialized 

criminal histories and half did not.  

 

6.5 Discussion  

6.5.1 Summary of Results 

Study 2 sought to expand upon the incomplete picture of offence 

specialization and versatility across criminal careers painted by Study 1. The 

offending tendencies that were established in Study 1 in the criminal histories of the 

sample were generally replicated when each participant’s post-release offending was 

examined. Just over half of the sample reoffended with approximately a quarter 

reoffending sexually. In this chapter, the sample was compared by referral status, by 

offender classification, and by level of specialization. Versatility in offending was 

again the key finding across groups. There were few statistically significant 

differences between offender subgroups and the results are summarised and discussed 

below.  

Hypothesis 1 assumed that treatment at the MTC would be sufficient to 

prevent future offending and predicted that treated offenders would be no more likely 

than observed offenders to reoffend upon release. The expectation here was that once 

they had completed treatment, the apparent level of dangerousness of treated 

participants would be equivalent to that of the observed offenders. This hypothesis 

was supported. Similarly, Hypothesis 4 expected no significant differences between 

treated and observed offenders in their tendency to specialize in post release 

offending. This hypothesis was also supported. 
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There were almost no differences between participants when separated by 

referral group, except that treated offenders were actually significantly more likely 

than their observed counterparts to reoffend sexually. At first glance this might 

suggest that the treatment was not sufficient to prevent future sexual offences. 

However, given the extensive referral and assessment process involved in committing 

an offender for treatment, this finding also raises the issue of sample bias. It reinforces 

the likelihood that offenders who were selected out to be civilly committed for 

treatment were meaningfully different than those who were assessed and released. It 

is logical that those who were treated were simply at a higher risk of reoffending than 

the observed (untreated) offenders to begin with.  

Hypotheses 2 and 5 made predictions upon the basis of offender classification. 

Rapists were predicted to be more likely to recidivate generally (Hypothesis 2) and 

child molesters were predicted to be more likely to specialize in sexual offences in 

their post-release offending (Hypothesis 5). Neither hypothesis was supported by this 

study. The differences between offender groups in each analysis were not substantial, 

but rapists were slightly more likely than child molesters to reoffend generally. Equal 

proportions of rapists and child molesters met the 50% ST in sexual offences in their 

post release offending.  

Although not statistically significant, mixed offenders were the most likely 

offender classification to reoffend sexually upon release. This initially makes intuitive 

sense given that their pool of potential victims is larger (having sexually offended 

against adults and children). This is also particularly relevant given the focus that so 

many contemporary policies place on the likelihood of sexual recidivism. Rather than 

focusing on offenders with an apparent predilection to offend against children, the 
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more versatile offender who is potentially less discerning in his victim choice might 

be a more reliable target for the energy and resources of the criminal justice system.  

The most pronounced differences were found when the sample was compared 

by level of offence specialization (in their criminal histories). Consistent with the 

expectations of Hypothesis 3, offenders with versatile criminal histories were 

statistically significantly more likely to reoffend (with any crime). They were also 

more likely to reoffend violently. Although not statistically significant, specialists 

were slightly more likely to reoffend sexually. Hypothesis 6 predicted that offending 

tendencies before referral would be sustained after release. This hypothesis was 

supported. Specialists were found to be more likely than versatile offenders to 

specialize in their post-release offending.  

 
6.5.2 Limitations of Study 2 

 The predominant limitation of this study refers specifically to the quality of 

recidivism records. Evidently, unreported offences that are committed by the 

participants in the sample will not be reflected in the results.  

Second, like the first study, the length of time one is incarcerated should be 

considered. Although the original researchers of the NIJ study intended to account for 

time spent in prison, this proved a difficult task. Although sentence lengths and 

sentencing dates are provided in the files, the actual time served was not recorded by 

Massachusetts agencies until about two decades after these data were collected. 

Further, because of differences between individual sentences, the follow-up period 

was not the same for every participant. Evidently, the length of time that participants 

spent in custody is a relevant concern for criminal career research. The 

complementary amount of time they spend outside custody (and at risk of offending) 

presents a similar concern. Importantly, however, Weisburd and Waring (1996) 
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contend that time in or out of prison has no bearing on one’s tendency to specialize 

and believe it an irrelevant consideration for a study such as this one.  

Third, there is a small discrepancy between the charges collected for the 

criminal histories in Study 1 and the follow-up data in Study 2. The original 

researchers who coded the follow-up charges decided that petty motor vehicle 

offences (e.g., speeding, or driving with a missing tail light) would not be recorded. 

These offences were, however, included in the criminal histories (Study 1) that were 

collected by the present author.   

 The reader might recall that Study 1 examined specialization in rape and 

specialization in child molestation specifically. Because the relevant sample sizes 

were so small in Study 2, these dimensions were not explored in the post-release 

offending records of the sample. 

 

6.6 Conclusion 

This chapter has reviewed the post-release offending records of the same 

sample of offenders that were included in Chapter 5. The tendency to be criminally 

versatile was again the much more likely offending pattern across the sample. 

Differences between groups were less distinct than predicted. Given that treated and 

observed cases were largely indistinguishable this study raises questions about not 

only the value of civil commitment but the decision making procedures in place at the 

time that determined whether or not an offender was treated.  It is recommended that 

future research focus on these decision-making procedures. These and other issues 

will be discussed in more depth in the discussion in Chapter 8.  

Study 1 and Study 2 established the extent of offence specialization in the 

criminal histories and post-release offending of the sample. In Study 3, attention turns 
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to the intersections between specialization, age of onset, and persistence. These 

important dimensions of the criminal career so far remain largely unexplored for 

sexual offenders. Study 3 sheds light on this worthwhile concern, further contributing 

to the emerging body of knowledge regarding the criminal careers of sexual 

offenders.  
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7. STUDY 3 

Study 1 and Study 2 addressed specialization and persistence by establishing 

the extent of pre- and post-release specialization in sexual offences and the likelihood 

of recidivism in the official criminal records of a sample of men convicted of sexual 

offences. In that exploration, a very conservative definition of specialization was 

utilized (50% Specialization Threshold). It is acknowledged that this criterion likely 

masked certain characteristics that might further distinguish persistent, highly 

specialized sexual offenders from the rest of the sample.  

The first stage of Study 3 determines whether such a highly specialized group 

exists and asks what more can be learned about them that might not have been 

detected in the previous analyses. Specifically, they are examined on theoretically 

relevant variables including social competence indicators (marital relationship and 

employment), substance abuse, juvenile delinquency, sexual deviance, and 

psychopathy. 

The second stage of Study 3 explores age of onset.  Existing criminological 

perspectives and many empirical studies have shown that early age of onset of 

criminal behaviour is an important predictor of serious and persistent criminality for 

general criminals (Moffitt, 1993; Piquero et al., 1999). But the connection between 

these constructs has been examined to a much lesser extent for sexual offenders. With 

the focus of this thesis on specialization within sexual offending, there is a worthwhile 

opportunity here to explore the intersection of these variables for sexual offenders 

specifically.   

The age at which participants were first charged with a sexual offence and first 

charged with a nonsexual offence are explored and compared. The highly specialized 

group is separated out and the remaining participants are then allocated into groups on 
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the basis of their age of onset. These subgroups are then evaluated on the same 

theoretically relevant variables mentioned above. These variables are taken from six 

risk assessment tools that were used as part of the original NIJ study (Knight & 

Thornton, 2007). They include: the Structured Risk Assessment (SRA) (Knight & 

Thornton, 2007); the Static-99 (Hanson & Thornton, 2000); the Violence Risk 

Assessment Guide (VRAG) (Quinsey et al., 1998); the Sexual Violence Risk-20 

(SVR-20) (Boer, Hart, Kropp, & Webster, 1997); the Minnesota Sex Offender 

Screening Tool-Revised (MnSOST-R) (Epperson, Kaul, Huot, Hesselton, Alexander, 

& Goldman, 1998); and the Psychopathy Checklist-Revised (PCL-R) (Hare, 1991). 

This chapter includes the methods, results and a brief discussion of the results of 

Study 3. 

 

7.1 Hypotheses 

The main objective of Study 3 is to test for differences within the sexual 

offender sample with respect to their level of specialization and their age of onset of 

criminal behaviour.  Study 1 and Study 2 established the extent of specialization and 

persistence in the present sample of sexual offenders. Although versatility was 

generally the more likely offending tendency across the sample as a whole, a group of 

specialist and persistent sexual offenders emerged. The hypotheses presented below 

attend to these questions specifically. 

Hypothesis 1 assumes the existence of a more specialized group of offenders 

that will be different from the rest of the sample in the present study. This expectation 

is informed by the theoretical predictions of Laws and Marshall (1990) and relies on a 

selection of relevant items contained in the risk assessment tools that were coded for 

the NIJ study. Specifically, it is predicted that the highly specialist sexual offenders 
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will score higher than the rest of the sample on items that measure sexual deviance 

and score lower than the rest of the sample on items that measure more general 

criminological qualities. With this in mind, Hypothesis 1 states that:  

1. Highly specialist sexual offenders will differ from the rest of the sample in 

two ways. First, the highly specialist group will be more likely than the 

rest of the sample to reveal sexual preoccupation, emotional congruence 

with children, and childhood abuse, and to have male victims, known 

victims, and related victims. Second, the highly specialized group will be 

less likely than the rest of the sample to reveal substance abuse, 

relationship problems, antisocial behavior in adolescence, employment 

instability and evidence of psychopathy.  

 

Attention turns in the second part of the second study to the rest of the sample, 

the remaining versatile persistent offenders (who do not satisfy the “highly 

specialized” criteria and who have at least one sexual and at least one nonsexual 

offence across at least two separate sentencing occasions). This section examines 

whether general offending patterns can be observed in versatile offenders. It will also 

explore the relationship between age of onset of offending and specialization in sexual 

offending specifically. Hypothesis 2 is consistent with Moffitt’s (1993) expectations 

regarding age of onset and subsequent offending. It is expected that offenders who 

begin their criminal careers earlier will be more versatile and persistent than offenders 

who have a later age of onset. Hypothesis 2 states that: 

2. Participants with an early age of onset (for either sexual or nonsexual 

offending) will be less likely to specialize in sexual offending and will be 
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more persistent than participants with a late age of onset (for either sexual 

or nonsexual offending). 

 

Hypothesis 3 expands upon Hypothesis 2 and concerns only those participants 

who are defined to be both versatile and persistent (i.e., they are not highly 

specialized sexual offenders) and who have an early onset of both sexual and 

nonsexual offending. Theoretical predictions regarding age of onset, persistence, and 

criminality in general would expect these participants to be the most chronic 

offenders, with the most problematic characteristics, who are at the highest risk to 

reoffend. Emphasis on this particular sample is justified because it is repeatedly found 

that a very small number of individuals account for a large majority of crime (DeLisi, 

2001; Wolfgang et al., 1972) Hypothesis 3 states that:  

3. Versatile persistent participants with an early age of onset for both sexual 

and nonsexual offending will be more likely than their late onset 

counterparts to reveal substance abuse, relationship problems, antisocial 

behavior in adolescence, employment instability, and evidence of 

psychopathy.  

 

7.2 Method  

7.2.1 Data Source and Participants 

Study 3 draws from the same 572 individuals in Study 1 and Study 2. Recall 

that these individuals are men who were convicted of a sexual offence and referred for 

civil commitment to a secure treatment facility in Massachusetts between 1959 and 

1984.  Because these studies utilize official criminal records only, age of onset is 
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operationalised in Study 3 as age at first charge. Age at first sexual charge and age at 

first nonsexual charge are considered separately. 

 

7.2.2 Measures  

The independent variables in this study are drawn from a selection of six of 

the twelve risk assessment tools that were coded for the original NIJ Study (Knight & 

Thornton, 2007). A brief description of the relevant tools is provided here. A table 

detailing the specific items used in the analysis of this chapter and their possible 

response options is contained in Appendix B. 

The Static-99 is a short actuarial instrument that contains 10 items which 

reflect criminal and sexual history variables. It is one of the most commonly used risk 

assessment tools and combines two existing tools (RRASOR and SACJ-Min). The 

Static-99 is designed to measure the probability of sexual and violent reoffending by 

adult men convicted of sexual offences (Hanson & Thornton, 2000).  

The VRAG was developed in Canada using offenders detained in secure 

hospitals. It assesses an individual’s risk of violent recidivism and is the companion to 

the SORAG (Sex Offender Risk Appraisal Guide). The VRAG contains 12 items and 

assigns offenders to one of nine possible risk categories that indicate the probability 

that he will commit a new violent crime (Quinsey et al., 1998).  Its use is limited to 

men who have committed serious, violent or sexual offences.  

The SRA Need Assessment is a preliminary experimental tool whose accuracy 

was examined in the NIJ study (Knight & Thornton, 2007). It contains 20 items across 

a series of factors including sexualized violence, child preference, sexual 

preoccupation, and emotional congruence with children (Thornton, 2002). This tool 

integrates established actuarial instruments (Static-99 or Risk Matrix 2000) with a 
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predefined group of needs. “The SRA includes a conceptual framework for identifying 

needs applicable to a specific offender, and a methodology for determining when 

additional constructs should be added to the needs framework” (Knight & Thornton, 

2007, p. 12). It is usually scored by self-report questionnaires administered prior to 

treatment under non-adversarial conditions. In recent studies it has also been scored by 

coders reviewing archival files (Knight &Thornton, 2007).This scale “emerged as the 

highest predictor of sexual recidivism across the outcome periods, but it was 

significantly better than only the poorest measures” (Knight & Thornton, 2007. p. 8). 

The SVR-20 contains 20 individual items that are arranged across three 

domains: psychological adjustment, sexual offending, and future plans. Rather than 

assign a specific assessment of risk, this tool is intended to guide clinical decisions 

and to improve the accuracy of clinical assessment (Boer et al., 1997).  

The MnSOST-R is used by the Minnesota Department of Corrections and 

assigns sexual offenders to one of either three or six risk levels. It includes 16 items 

that refer to historical information that is typically available in clinical files (Epperson 

et al., 1998). 

The PCL-R is a structured clinical assessment tool which measures the 

presence of psychopathic traits. It contains 20 items in three domains: arrogant and 

deceitful personality, emotional detachment, and impulsivity (Hare, 1991). 

Psychopathy is commonly not declared unless an individual’s score is higher than 30 

(out of a possible maximum of 40 points). However, it has been found that lower 

numbers are effective in predicting future sexual offences (Knight & Thornton, 2007). 

“Any recidivism” indicated the number of participants who had at least one 

charge (for any offence, excluding minor traffic infractions) after their release from 

the treatment centre. This measure relied on data from numerous sources including 
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the Massachusetts Board of Probation, the Massachusetts Parole Board, the MTC 

Authorized Absence Program, and the Federal Bureau of Investigation. “Sexual 

recidivism” was a count of the number of participants who committed at least one 

contact or noncontact sexual offence against an adult or a child upon release. 

“Nonsexual violent recidivism” referred to the number of participants who had at least 

one charge for a violent (but nonsexual) offence upon release from the MTC. 

 

7.3 Procedure 

7.3.1 Highly Specialized Sexual Offenders 

  The first step of Study 3 was to establish whether a separate, highly 

specialized sex offender group could be identified within the sample. Highly 

specialized offenders were defined as those who had at least two separate sentencing 

occasions and for whom at least 80% of the charges in their entire official criminal 

record are for sexual offences. This threshold was selected as a much more restrictive 

criterion than the 50% ST employed in Study 1 and Study 2. This yielded a group of 

66 offenders in which child molesters were overrepresented. The group consisted of 4 

rapists, 48 child molesters, two incest offenders, 11 offenders with mixed-aged 

victims, and one offender who had committed noncontact sexual offences only. Most 

of the highly specialized offenders ended up having exclusively sexual criminal 

records. Of the offenders who had been charged for a nonsexual crime, 17 had been 

charged only once, eight had two or three charges, and four offenders had accrued 

four of five nonsexual charges.  

The four participants with four of five nonsexual charges were examined in 

more detail to determine whether it was reasonable to consider them as highly 

specialized. It was subsequently found that their nonsexual offending was largely 
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minor. The justification for their inclusion is provided here. The first man was 

charged a total of 27 times across seven separate occasions. His sexual offences were 

all against children. His nonsexual charges included three motor vehicle-related 

infractions, one count of theft and one public order offence. The second man had five 

nonsexual charges (for motor-vehicle infractions (2), public order (2) and assault) and 

26 charges for indecent assault of a child. The third offender had five separate 

sentencing occasions including 20 charges for both contact and noncontact sexual 

offences against children, two charges for motor vehicle-related infractions, one 

alcohol-related offence and one theft. The final participant accrued a total of 22 

charges across five sentencing occasions. All charges were for child abuse, except two 

motor vehicle infractions, one public order and one alcohol-related offence.   

The 66 highly specialized offenders were compared to the rest of the sample 

of offenders with at least two sentencing occasions to determine the extent to which 

they represent a separate identifiable subsample of persistent specialists.  The 

variables used for this part of the analysis include many of the analogous behaviours 

set out by Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990). These items were taken from the risk 

assessment tools described earlier and include alcohol and drug abuse, employment 

instability, elementary school problems, adolescent antisocial behaviour, and 

relationship problems.  Consistent with Marshall and Barbaree’s (1990) and Laws and 

Marshall’s (1990) theoretical perspectives, risk assessment items that measure sexual 

deviance (which have not been included in previous studies of offence specialization) 

are also included. These items are: sexual preoccupation; being a victim of childhood 

abuse; showing emotional congruence with children; and having a male, unrelated, or 

stranger victim. Most of the risk assessment items had “yes/no” response options. In 

items where there were more than two responses, “yes” and “maybe” were collapsed 
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into “yes” so that each one became a dichotomous variable. A full list of the items 

included in this analysis as well as their response options is provided in Appendix B.  

 

 

7.3.2 Age of Onset 

The second task of Study 3 is to define early versus late age of onset.  Age at 

first sexual charge and age at first nonsexual charge were extracted directly from the 

dataset created by the author for Studies 1 and 2. The distributions of age of sexual 

onset and age of nonsexual onset were examined for those 440 offenders who were 

sufficiently persistent and versatile.  This included those participants with at least two 

separate sentencing occasions and who failed to meet the 80% ST in sexual offending.  

As established in Chapter 4, research suggests that sexual offenders have a 

distinctly bimodal distribution of age of onset (Hanson, 2002). It was anticipated that 

the present sample would reflect this observation with a peak in late adolescence and 

again at around age 30. However, no clear place was detected in any of the 

distributions to indicate a natural split. The distributions of age of sexual onset and 

age of nonsexual onset are displayed below in Figures 7.1 and 7.2 respectively.  
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Figure 7.1 

Distribution of Age of Onset for First Sexual Offence 
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Figure 7.2 

Distribution of Age of Onset for First Nonsexual Offence 
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The age of onset distributions in this study did not reveal the expected bimodal 

peak so there was no natural place to divide the sample. Therefore, it became 

necessary to determine an alternative split. Although early onset in criminological 

literature usually refers to childhood (i.e., prior to age 12), sexual offenders have a 

notably older age distribution.  The first split used was 18 years.  This was chosen 

because the age of 18 is commonly regarded, both culturally and legally, as the end of 

adolescence and the beginning of adulthood.  The second split used was 20 years. It 

was anticipated that this would capture the later peak in the onset age distribution.  

These two exploratory splits failed to provide a clear place to divide the sample into 

early and late onset groups and were thus not used in any subsequent analysis. 
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A third, final split was created to further distinguish the groups by age of 

onset.  This approach reflected each distribution individually and sought to identify 

those cases with a particularly early onset, compared to the rest of that sample. The 

cut point for this split was set at one standard deviation below the mean.  Because the 

distributions for sexual onset (M = 25.38 years; SD = 8.74) and for nonsexual onset 

(M = 18.64 years; SD = 6.29) were so different, this yielded two separate cut points. 

Early onset of nonsexual offending was determined to occur before the age of 12.42 

years and early onset of sexual offending was determined to occur before the age of 

16.78 years. Although the exact values were used in the computation of the variables, 

for ease of expression, these cut points are referred to in the text of the thesis as 12 

and 17 years respectively.  

The third split (at one standard deviation below the mean) was used for the 

subsequent analysis. This split was expected to create a group of particularly chronic 

offenders. Because the emphasis is on specialist, persistent career criminals it is 

appropriate to separate the more extreme cases from the rest of the sample. Further, in 

view of the fact that so many criminological studies focus on minor or petty offences, 

committed largely by juveniles, it is valuable for a study to pay particular attention to 

the most serious, persistent offenders.   

Once the versatile offenders were split by age of onset the groups were 

compared. A selection of variables from the risk assessment tools were used for the 

between groups comparisons. The groups were arranged by age of onset and cross 

tabulated into a 2 x 2 table.  This yielded four types: early sexual/early nonsexual 

onset; early sexual/late nonsexual onset; late sexual/late nonsexual onset; and late 

sexual/early nonsexual onset. Because of the split at one standard deviation below the 
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mean and the explicit emphasis on early onset, the late onset group is much larger and 

almost amounted to a “catch all” category. 

The same process was used to split the group of 66 highly specialized sexual 

offenders by age of onset.  Only nine of these participants exhibited an early onset. To 

maintain a sufficient sample size, the author decided to analyse the highly specialized 

offenders as a group, so they are not split by age of onset in the forthcoming analysis.   

 

7.4 Results 

7.4.1 Exploring Highly Specialized Sexual Offending  

Hypothesis 1 predicted that the highly specialized group (n = 66) would differ 

from the rest of the sample (n = 440) on a selection of risk assessment items. 

Pearson’s Chi Square tests were conducted to determine the significance of any 

differences between the two groups. Support was found for Hypothesis 1. The results 

are contained in Table 7.1. 

 

Table 7.1 

Highly Specialized Offenders Compared with the Rest of the Sample 

 Highly 

Specialized 

Offenders 

(%) 

Rest of 

the 

Sample 

(%) 

�$2 (1) p Cramer’s 

V 

Alcohol 12 mths prior to index offence 10.61 47.84 32.45 < .001 .25 

Substance problems 23.08 58.67 28.81 < .001 .24 

Relationship problems 95.31 95.80 .033 .856 .01 
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 Highly 

Specialized 

Offenders 

(%) 

Rest of 

the 

Sample 

(%) 

�$2 (1) p Cramer’s 

V 

Never married 45.45 44.77 .011 .917 .01 

Unemployed or employment problems 7.58 8.88 .123 .725 .02 

Elementary school maladjustment 25.76 44.87 8.59 .003 .13 

Adolescent antisocial behaviour 21.21 54.57 25.52 < .001 .23 

Victim of child abuse 15.38 13.72 .13 .718 .02 

Sexual preoccupation  48.44 39.35 1.91 .167 .06 

Emotional congruence with children 60.94 17.87 57.62 < .001 .34 

Any male victims 56.92 26.65 24.45 < .001 .22 

Only related victims  10.77 7.97 .58 .446 .03 

Only known (no stranger) victims 60.32 39.31 9.97 .002 .14 

Any recidivism 31.82 60.45 19.17 < .001 .20 

Sexual recidivism 27.3 26.0 .046 .830 .01 

Nonsexual violent recidivism 3.0 29.7 21.07 <.001 .20 

PCL score 20+ 1.56 20.04 15.61 - - 

Note. The sample sizes in this table reflect the number of participants who were able to be coded on 

each item. Some participants could not be coded on individual items because of the amount and quality 

of the information contained within each individual file. Thus, the sample ranged from 64 – 66 for 

Highly Specialized Offenders and from 429 – 440 for the rest of the sample. 

 
 

Significant differences emerged between the highly specialized group and the 

remaining, more versatile offenders. With the exception of relationship problems and 

being married, versatile offenders are indeed more likely to present with the 

analogous behaviours described by Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990). The rest of the 
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sample was statistically significantly more likely than the highly specialized group to 

have experienced problems with substance abuse and to have abused alcohol in the 

twelve months prior to their index offence. 

There was no significant difference between highly specialized offenders and 

the other offenders in relation to their history of employment problems.  Compared to 

the highly specialized group, the rest of the sample were statistically significantly 

more likely to have experienced elementary school maladjustment and to report 

antisocial behaviour during adolescence.  

Hypothesis 1 also predicted that the highly specialized offenders would be 

characterized more by the variables specific to sexual offending than would the rest of 

the sample. Mixed support was found for this prediction. Highly specialized offenders 

were statistically significantly more likely than the rest of the sample to have male 

victims, known victims, and to reveal emotional congruence with children. 

Experience of childhood abuse was relatively rare across the sample and the groups 

did not differ substantially on this variable. Contrary to the expectations of 

Hypothesis 1, highly specialized offenders were also not more likely than the rest of 

the sample to have related victims or to show signs of sexual preoccupation. The 

extent of incest in the sample was not correlated with high levels of offence 

specialization.  

Almost two thirds of the rest of the sample reoffended at all upon release. This 

made them statistically significantly more likely than the specialists to recidivate with 

any offence. The same trend was observed for nonsexual violent recidivism with the 

rest of the sample ten times more likely than the highly specialized sexual offenders to 

be charged upon release. Specialization in sexual offences did not emerge as a stable 

offending tendency for this sample. No differences were detected between highly 
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specialized sexual offenders and the rest of the sample with respect to post release 

sexual offending.  

The final variable to be compared across groups was psychopathy. This is 

simply for exploratory purposes and certainly does not claim to determine the 

presence of psychopaths in the sample. Psychopathy is usually not declared without a 

PCL-R score of more than 30 out of 40 (Brown & Forth, 1997).  However, less than 

2% of specialists scored more than 20 on the PCL-R, compared with 20% of the other 

offenders, making the versatile offenders more than ten times as likely to express 

some psychopathy-related traits. Although this difference is considerable, a Pearson’s 

Chi Square test could not be conducted to confirm the statistical significance of this 

difference owing to the small cell sizes.   

 

7.4.2 Age of Onset  

Highly Specialized Offenders. Age of onset was explored and highly 

specialized offenders were again considered separately from the rest of the sample. 

The distribution of age of onset (for any offence) for the highly specialized offenders 

is provided below in Figure 7.3. It does not make sense to compare the distributions 

for sexual and nonsexual onset for this group because so few of these offenders had 

committed nonsexual offences.  The mean age of onset for the highly specialized 

offenders is 23.89 years (SD = 8.21; Range = 10.89 - 45.30 years). A t-test confirms 

that this is statistically significantly older than the corresponding 18.34 years (SD = 

6.06; Range = 6.27 - 57.53) for the rest of the sample, t (503) = 6.55, p < .001, 

Cohen’s d = .77. Although the sample is small, the chart below does approach a 

bimodal distribution. There is a peak in mid-to-late adolescence and a second peak in 
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the mid-twenties. This is younger than the peak around age 30 that is suggested by 

Hanson and Bussiere (1998) and by Smallbone et al. (2008).  

 

Figure 7.3 

Distribution of Age of Onset (for any offence) for Highly Specialized Offenders 
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The Rest of the Sample. Next, the age at first sexual offence and age at first 

nonsexual offence were collected on the remaining 440 versatile persistent offenders 

in the sample. The mean age of onset for a nonsexual offence is 18.63 years (SD = 

6.29; Range = 6.27 - 57.53 years).  The mean age of onset for a sexual offence is 

much higher at 25.38 years (SD = 8.74; Range = 9.45 - 63.65 years). A one-tailed 

paired samples t-test confirms that this difference is statistically significant, t (421) = 

19.02, p < .001, Cohen’s d = .89. The mean latency between the first offence and the 
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first sexual offence for the 381 participants who did not begin their criminal careers 

with a sexual charge is 8.27 years (SD = 6.81; Range = 0.12 - 35.60 years).  

 

7.4.3 Age of Onset and Persistence (total number of charges) 

Hypothesis 2 predicted that participants with an early age of onset would be 

more persistent and less likely to specialize in sexual offences than participants with a 

late age of onset. This hypothesis is addressed and tested in two parts. Persistence is 

measured first by number of officially recorded charges (in criminal history) and 

second, by length of criminal history. Because of the constraints of official statistics, 

length of criminal history is operationalised as the length of time between first offence 

and index offence. As noted in Study 2, it was not possible to account for time in 

custody. This is a noted weakness of the study.  

Hypothesis 2 was tested by comparing the mean number of officially recorded 

charges of each onset group. The highly specialized offenders were considered 

separately from the rest of the sample. The rest of the sample was compared by age of 

onset for general, nonsexual offences as well as age of onset for sexual offences. 

When persistence is measured by number of charges, no support is found for 

Hypothesis 2. 

Highly specialized offenders with an early onset (M = 11.89 charges; SD = 

7.98) were no more likely than those with a late onset (M = 10.73 charges; SD = 8.32) 

to be persistent in their offending with respect to number of charges, t (63) = 0.39, p = 

.698, Cohen’s d = 0.14. When the rest of the sample was compared by age of 

nonsexual onset and age of sexual onset the results were similar. Offenders with an 

early onset of nonsexual offending (M = 22.98 charges; SD = 13.14) were charged 

slightly more times than offenders with a late onset of nonsexual offending (M = 
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18.91 charges; SD = 15.96). Although the trend was in the expected direction, a t-test 

confirmed that this difference was not statistically significant, t (431) = 1.73, p = .085, 

Cohen’s d = 0.28. Likewise, offenders with an early onset for sexual offending (M = 

18.63 charges; SD = 11.47) were also not charged with any more offences than 

offenders with a late onset for sexual offending (M = 19.33 charges; SD = 16.08), t 

(426) = -0.30, p = .763, Cohen’s d = 0.05. 

As a group, the highly specialized offenders accrued a smaller number of 

charges than the versatile offenders, suggesting that they are less persistent. The lack 

of distinction between onset groups might be due to sample bias. Regardless of the 

age at which they were first charged, it is conceivable that an offender would need to 

have a sufficiently serious criminal history to warrant referral for civil commitment. 

Thus, the late onset offenders in the sample, might have, in a sense, “made up for” 

their late start by still accruing a striking number of charges.  

 

7.4.4 Age of Onset and Persistence (length of criminal history) 

In this section, persistence is measured by length of criminal history. This is 

operationalised as the length of time between onset offence and index offence. This is 

also a second way of testing Hypothesis 2; that participants with an early age of onset 

will be more persistent than participants with a late age of onset. This hypothesis was 

tested by comparing the length of criminal history (in years) of each onset group. The 

highly specialized offenders were considered first and the rest of the sample were 

considered second. Mixed support is found for Hypothesis 2 when persistence is 

measured by length of criminal history. 

The criminal histories of highly specialized offenders with an early onset (M = 

17.84 years; SD = 12.48) were more than twice as long as those of their late onset 
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counterparts (M = 8.37 years; SD = 6.87). A t-test confirmed that this was statistically 

significant, and offered strong support for Hypothesis 2, t (63) = 3.38, p = .001, 

Cohen’s d = 0.94. When the rest of the sample was compared by length of criminal 

history, more support is found for Hypothesis 2.  Offenders with an early onset of 

nonsexual offending (M = 14.68 years; SD = 7.44) had longer criminal histories than 

offenders with a late onset of nonsexual offending (M = 11.19 years; SD = 8.44). A t-

test confirmed that this difference was statistically significant, t (431) = 2.79, p = 

.006, Cohen’s d = 0.44. Offenders with an early onset of sexual offending (M = 9.95 

years; SD = 6.67) actually had slightly shorter criminal histories than offenders with a 

late onset for sexual offending (M = 11.79 years; SD = 8.62). This difference was not 

statistically significant, t (426) = -1.48, p = .140, Cohen’s d = 0.24. These findings 

offer support for the perspective than an early onset of general criminality is 

indicative of persistence.  

 

7.4.5 Age of Onset and Specialization  

The final part of Hypothesis 2 predicted that participants with an early age of 

onset would be more likely than late onset participants to specialize in sexual 

offending. This is explored by comparing the persistent versatile offenders on the ST, 

again by age of onset for nonsexual offending and then for sexual offending. The 

highly specialized offenders were not compared on this variable, because all of them 

(regardless of onset age) met the 50% ST in sexual offending. Hypothesis 2 was not 

supported.  

When compared by age of nonsexual onset, early onset offenders (6/50; 

12.0%) were less likely than late onset offenders (72/383; 18.8%) to meet the 50% ST 

in sexual offending. Although this trend was in the expected direction, A Pearson’s 
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Chi Square test confirmed that the difference between the groups was not statistically 

significant, �$2(1, N = 433) = 1.384, p = .239, Cramer’s V = .06. These results provide 

no support for Hypothesis 2.  

Next, the persistent versatile offenders were compared by age of sexual onset. 

In this analysis, early onset offenders (13/52; 25.0%) were actually more likely than 

late onset offenders (69/376; 18.4%) to meet the 50% ST for sexual offending. A 

Pearson’s Chi Square test indicated that these differences were not statistically 

significant �$2(1, N = 428) = 1.304, p = .253, Cramer’s V = .06. Interestingly, the 

proportion of late onset offenders who specialized in sexual offending was similar for 

both nonsexual onset and sexual onset groups.  

 

7.4.6 Early versus Late Onset of Sexual and Nonsexual Offending  

Hypothesis 3 made predictions regarding early age of onset for both sexual 

and nonsexual offending. Specifically, it stated that versatile persistent participants 

with an early age of onset for both sexual and nonsexual offending will be more likely 

than their late onset counterparts to reveal substance abuse, relationship problems, 

antisocial behaviour in adolescence, employment instability, and evidence of 

psychopathy. To test this hypothesis, participants were allocated into one of four 

groups using the same cut points (at one standard deviation below the mean of each 

distribution) which were described earlier. These groups are: early sexual/early 

nonsexual onset; early sexual/late nonsexual onset; late sexual/late nonsexual onset; 

and late sexual/early nonsexual onset. Frequencies are provided in Table 7.2 below. 

This table contains the 421 participants who have at least two separate sentencing 

occasions, at least one nonsexual charge, and do not meet the criteria to be included in 

the sample of highly specialized offenders.  
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Table 7.2  

Allocation of Group Membership by Age of Sexual Onset and Age of Nonsexual Onset 

 
 Early sexual onset 

(under 17 years) 

%(n) 

Late sexual onset 

(17 years and over) 

%(n) 

Total 

Early nonsexual onset 

(under 12 years) 

5.0 (21) 6.7 (28) 49 

Late nonsexual onset (12 

years and over)  

6.7 (28) 81.7 (344) 372 

Total 49 372 421 

 
 

More than four fifths of this sample had both a late sexual and late nonsexual 

onset. That is, their first nonsexual charge occurred after their 12th birthday and they 

were charged with their first sexual offence after the age of 17. Less than 5% of the 

offenders had an early onset of both sexual and nonsexual offending. The two 

remaining categories are described as transitional (moving from sexual to nonsexual 

or from nonsexual to sexual offending). They are approximately even in size. It is 

anticipated that these transitional groups might differ interestingly from the other 

categories when Hypothesis 3 is tested in the next section.  

It is often argued that juveniles convicted of sexual offences persist in those 

offences into adulthood, becoming more specialized and dangerous over time 

(Vandiver, 2006; Zimring, 2007). If this were true of the present data one might 

expect a considerable proportion of civilly committed adult sexual offenders to have 
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juvenile records. The results provided in Table 7.2 above do not offer support for this 

perspective. It is clear that only 11.6% of the sample had been charged for a sexual 

offence before their seventeenth birthday. This finding offers further evidence against 

the claim that “juvenile sex offending is a harbinger of adult sex offending” (Zimring 

et al., 2007, p. 524). 

 

7.4.7 Comparison of Groups by Age of Onset 

The final part of Study 3 attends to Hypothesis 3. This analysis includes the 

highly specialized offenders and compares them to each of the four groups contained 

in Table 7.2 above. This allows for a deeper exploration of differences on various 

items from the risk assessment tools in relation to onset age and onset type.  

The theoretical expectation is that an early age of onset will be more indicative 

of the negative social outcomes described by Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) than late 

onset of either type of offending. Finally, it should follow that the late sexual 

onset/late nonsexual onset group will be the least likely to display these variables. It 

might be that the “late/late” offenders approximate the characteristics of the highly 

specialized offenders and are characterized by the items in the risk assessment tools 

that measure sexual deviance.  These results offer mixed support for Hypothesis 3. 

The most distinct differences between groups were detected for substance abuse, 

elementary school problems, antisocial behaviour in adolescence, sexual variables, 

recidivism, and psychopathy. These results are contained in Table 7.3. 

 



Table 7.3  

Highly Specialized Offenders and Onset Combinations Compared 

 Highly 

Specialized 

Offenders  

(%) 

Early sexual/ 

Early 

nonsexual  

(%) 

Early sexual/ 

Late 

nonsexual 

(%) 

Early 

nonsexual/ 

Late sexual 

(%) 

Late 

nonsexual/ 

Late 

sexual (%) 

�$2 (4) p Cramer’s V 

Alcohol 12 months prior to index 10.6 57.1 35.7 60.7 46.9 36.39 < .001 .27 

Substance problems 23.1 52.4 53.6 71.4 58.5 31.15 < .001 .26 

Relationship problems 95.3 90.0 96.3 96.4 96.1 1.83 .767 .06 

Never married 45.5 66.7 60.7 71.4 39.8 18.41 .001 .19 

Employment instability 7.6 14.3 3.6 3.6 9.3 2.971 .563 .08 

Elementary school maladjustment 25.8 90.5 50.0 78.6 39.7 43.95 < .001 .30 

Adolescent antisocial behaviour 21.2 95.2 96.4 100.0 45.0 94.59 < .001 .44 

Victim of child abuse 15.4 23.8 14.3 10.7 14.1 1.88 - - 

Sexual preoccupation  48.4 33.3 39.3 39.3 39.9 2.20 .699 .07 

Emot. congruence with children 60.9 31.6 17.9 21.4 16.9 58.85 < .001 .35 
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 Highly 

Specialized 

Offenders  

(%) 

Early sexual/ 

Early 

nonsexual  

(%) 

Early sexual/ 

Late 

nonsexual 

(%) 

Early 

nonsexual/ 

Late sexual 

(%) 

Late 

nonsexual/ 

Late 

sexual (%) 

�$2 (4) p Cramer’s V 

Any male victims 56.9 52.4 32.1 28.6 24.8 31.24 < .001 .25 

Only related victims  10.8 0.0 0.0 0.0 9.9 8.50 .075 .13 

Only known (no stranger) victim 60.3 20.0 28.6 42.9 41.5 14.71 .005 .18 

Any recidivism 31.8 
 

61.9 
 

75.0 75.0 57.6 24.52 < .001 .22 

Sexual recidivism  25.8 38.1 28.6 17.9 26.7 8.12 .422 .09 

Nonsexual violent recidivism 4.5 47.6 28.6 39.3 26.1 27.41 .001 .17 

PCL score 20+ 1.6 
 

71.4 
 

21.4 46.4 19.0 57.89 - - 

Note. The sample sizes in this table reflect the number of participants who were able to be coded on each item. Some participants could not be coded on 

individual items because of the amount and quality of the information contained within each individual file. Thus, the sample ranges for each subgroup are as 

follows: Highly Specialized Offenders: 63 - 66; Early sexual/Early nonsexual: 19 - 21; Early sexual/Late nonsexual: 27 - 28; Early nonsexual/Late sexual: 28 

and; Late nonsexual/late sexual: 334 - 34



There is a statistically significant difference between the five groups with respect 

to substance abuse. Highly specialized offenders were least likely to have problems with 

substance abuse and to have abused alcohol in the twelve months prior to their index 

offence. When the rest of the sample was divided by age of onset, no distinct trends 

emerged within the group. The transitional offenders whose nonsexual offending 

preceded their sexual offending were the most likely onset combination to abuse alcohol 

or drugs. This supports previous claims that, rather than a predilection towards sexual 

deviance, late onset sexual offending might instead be precipitated by adult situational 

variables such as substance use.  

Regardless of onset or specialization, almost every participant in the sample 

experienced relationship problems and a Pearson’s Chi Square test confirmed that the 

groups do not differ significantly on this item. Offenders who were charged with a 

nonsexual offence before the age of 12 (either early nonsexual/early sexual or early 

nonsexual/late sexual) are substantially less likely than the other age of onset 

combinations to have ever been married. The clearest difference on this variable was 

between the late/late onset group and the other combinations. Almost two thirds of the 

late/late participants were married. This is again consistent with the perspective that 

adult-onset offenders usually display more social competence.  

Across the sample as a whole, very few offenders had a significant history of 

work instability or unemployment. When compared by age of onset, a slightly larger 

proportion of the early/early group presented with employment problems than the other 

onset combinations but this was not statistically significant and did not provide support 

for this part of Hypothesis 3.  
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The differences between onset combinations are most pronounced with regard to 

childhood and adolescent behaviour. As a whole, the rest of the sample is significantly 

more likely than the highly specialized offenders to present with either “maladjustment 

during elementary school” or “antisocial behaviour during adolescence”. Among the 

versatile persistent offenders, almost all of those with an early nonsexual onset 

experienced problems in school as children. Regardless of the nature of one’s first 

offence, early onset was also associated with antisocial behaviour in adolescence. Each of 

the three combinations that included an early onset category was statistically significantly 

more likely than the remaining groups (late/late and highly specialized offenders) to 

display this characteristic.  

The only difference across the groups with regard to general recidivism was 

between highly specialized offenders and the rest of the sample. Although not significant, 

the latter were about twice as likely (60.5%) as the former (31.8%) to be charged with 

any offence upon release. Although one might expect that early onset offenders would be 

more likely to recidivate at all, the four onset combinations did not differ significantly 

(between themselves) on this item. There were also no significant differences between 

groups regarding sexual recidivism. This is again inconsistent with the suggestion that 

highly specialized sexual offenders might be more likely than the other offender groups 

to recidivate sexually. Almost half of the offenders with an early onset of both sexual and 

nonsexual offences were charged with nonsexual violence upon release. This made them 

ten times more likely than the highly specialized sexual offenders to attract a subsequent 

charge for nonsexual violence.  
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The item that measured psychopathy indicated a difference between groups. Only 

one highly specialist offender scored higher than 20 on the PCL-R. As Hypothesis 3 

predicted, the early/early onset combination was the most likely to display psychopathic 

traits with almost three quarters of them scoring higher than 20 on the PCL-R. By 

comparison, offenders with a late/late onset combination were considerably less likely to 

exhibit the same degree of psychopathic traits. A Pearson’s Chi Square test could not be 

conducted due to small sample sizes and thus does not offer support for Hypothesis 3.  

Childhood experiences of abuse were relatively rare in the present sample. The 

rates of abuse detected from the files ranged from 10% - 23% across each of the four 

onset categories. Abuse was somewhat more likely to be found in the histories of the 

early/early onset combination than in the other categories, but because the numbers are so 

small, and the cell size assumption of the Chi Square test is violated, this is not 

statistically meaningful.  Measures of sexual preoccupation also did not differ 

importantly across the onset categories. Although, as mentioned earlier, when compared 

to the rest of the sample, almost half of highly specialized offenders displayed this 

characteristic (see Table 7.1).  

Almost two thirds of highly specialized offenders exhibited emotional congruence 

with children. This is unsurprising given that so many of the participants selected for this 

category were classified as child molesters. Of the remaining categories, however, one 

third of the early/early participants displayed the same characteristic, compared with 

approximately one fifth of each of the other onset combinations. The highly specialized 

offenders and the early/early group were about twice as likely as the remaining onset 
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combinations to have abused boys. Offenders whose first sexual charge occurred after the 

age of 17 were significantly more likely to have abused girls exclusively. 

Committing incest exclusively was rare for the participants in this study. Only 

10% of the highly specialized offenders had related victims only, compared with no cases 

in any of the early onset combinations. Only the late/late participants had abused related 

victims. Although not significant, this trend is in the expected direction and is consistent 

with existing knowledge of incest offenders generally reporting a later onset of offending. 

It is believed that their offending is precipitated more by adult social factors and 

influenced less by the social control variables that are more pronounced in youth.  

Consistent with the emerging picture of extreme and specialized sexual offenders 

(who are more likely to be classified as child molesters, and are found to be more likely 

to abuse children they know), almost two thirds of highly specialized offenders had no 

stranger victims. Further, those offenders with a late sexual onset were twice as likely as 

early sexual onset offenders to abuse known victims exclusively. The majority of 

offenders who were charged with a sexual offence before the age of 17 had at least one 

stranger victim. There was a statistically significant difference between groups on this 

item. 

 

7.5 Discussion 

The purpose of the third study was two fold. First, it sought to determine whether 

a group of highly specialized offenders, who were possibly masked by the methods of 

Study 1 and Study 2, existed. Second, it explored the intersection between age of onset 

and specialization on a range of theoretically relevant variables taken from a selection of 
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risk assessment tools. A small but distinct group of highly specialized offenders were 

identified and meaningful differences were detected between groups. These results are 

discussed below.  

 

7.5.1 Summary of Results 

Hypothesis 1 predicted that highly specialized offenders would differ from the 

rest of the sample on a number of theoretically derived measures. Specifically, it was 

expected that they would exhibit the items on the risk assessment tools that measured 

sexual deviance and that they would not be characterized by variables that are more often 

attributed to conventional criminals.  

Hypothesis 1 was supported with the highly specialized group statistically 

significantly more likely than the rest of the sample to display emotional congruence with 

children, to have male victims and to have sexually abused known victims only. 

Although not significant, highly specialized offenders were also more likely to have been 

abused as children, to show sexual preoccupation and to offend against related victims. 

Also consistent with Hypothesis 1, the rest of the sample was significantly more likely 

than the highly specialized offenders to reoffend upon release, and to experience 

substance abuse, elementary school maladjustment, adolescent antisocial behaviour and 

employment instability.  

Hypothesis 2 predicted that regardless of offence type, early onset offenders 

would be more persistent and less specialized than their late onset counterparts. Some 

support was found for the first part of this hypothesis. Persistence was measured in two 

ways: total number of charges in criminal history, and length of criminal history in years. 

 137



There was no difference between early onset and late onset groups when compared by 

number of charges. Highly specialized offenders with an early onset had a much longer 

criminal history than those with a late onset. When the rest of the sample was compared 

by onset of sexual and nonsexual offending, those with an early onset of nonsexual 

offending had significantly longer criminal histories than those with a late nonsexual 

onset. This provided some support for the hypothesis that early onset offenders are more 

persistent in their offending.  

The second part of Hypothesis 2 (regarding specialization) was not supported. 

Conventional criminology proposes that early onset is more predictive of versatility than 

of specialization. When participants were compared by nonsexual onset, this trend was 

detected to a limited degree (but was not statistically significant). When compared by 

sexual onset, the results suggest that the opposite might be true. Here, offenders with an 

early onset were actually more likely than late onset offenders to specialize. Perhaps an 

early sexual offence might be indicative of future specialization, at least with respect to 

sexual offending. More research is needed to determine the strength of this suggestion. 

Specifically, it would be valuable to look at the early transitions between the first two or 

three sentencing occasions of an individual’s offending history. It is anticipated that 

returning to the beginning of one’s criminal career would be particularly relevant for 

especially persistent offenders.  

Hypothesis 3 expected that those persistent and versatile offenders with an early 

onset of both sexual and nonsexual offending would be characterized by the range of 

analogous behaviours that were included in the risk assessment tools. More specifically, 

it was predicted that offenders with an early onset of both sexual and nonsexual offending 
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would be more likely than their late onset counterparts to reveal substance abuse, 

relationship problems, antisocial behavior in adolescence, employment instability, and 

evidence of psychopathy. This hypothesis was supported.  Over half of the sample with 

an early onset had abused substances; two thirds reoffended at all upon release; almost 

half reoffended violently upon release; and almost all had behavioural difficulties in 

childhood and adolescence  

Participants with an early nonsexual onset and a late sexual onset were the second 

most likely group to display the variables that measure the generality of deviance with 

approximately three quarters experiencing alcohol and drug abuse, problems in 

elementary school, and reoffending upon release.  Regardless of when they began their 

sexual offending, having a general, nonsexual charge before the age of 12 was a 

consistent indicator of low self-control, and of future antisocial behaviour. 

The other notable trend from this study emerged for the offenders with a late 

onset of both sexual and nonsexual offending. They resembled the highly specialized 

offenders more closely, with respect to having known victims, having related victims and 

having fewer childhood and adolescent problems. They were less easily distinguished 

from the rest of the sample with respect to substance use and likelihood of recidivism 

where a considerable proportion (almost two thirds) displayed these characteristics.   

 

7.5.2 Discussion of Results  

A distinct group of highly specialized offenders were identified. This group, 

selected out by their levels of specialization in sexual offending, were more likely to have 

a late onset, fewer charges, and shorter criminal careers. This group consisted mostly of 
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child molesters and were particularly unlikely to reflect the general characteristics 

suggested by criminological perspectives. Instead, they were marked by their sexual 

preoccupation, victim choice (more likely to abuse boys), and social competence (less 

likely to have employment problems). Having at least one male victim is a common item 

on many risk assessment tools including the Static-99, the Static-2002, the RRASOR, the 

ASOAP-II, and the Risk Matrix 2000 (Hanson & Bussiere, 1998).  It is an empirically 

derived item that has been found to be indicative of recidivism (Hanson & Bussiere, 

1998) and persistence (Abel et al., 1987). 

Interesting differences were detected between groups when compared by age of 

onset. Those participants identified as early onset offenders (particularly of nonsexual 

offending) were more likely to have longer criminal careers, a higher total number of 

charges, and be criminally versatile. Early onset offenders (of either sexual or nonsexual 

offending) were also generally more likely than late onset offenders to reveal the 

characteristics of Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (1990) generality of deviance hypothesis. 

Specifically, these included substance abuse, relationship problems, employment 

instability, and antisocial behavior in adolescence.  

 
7.5.3 Limitations of the Study  

There are three elements of the third study which limit the strength of the results. 

These include the use of official statistics, the calculations used in determining age of 

onset combinations and the methods used to code the files according to the risk 

assessment tools. Each of these limitations is described below.  

The drawbacks of using official statistics have been discussed in previous 

chapters. It is well known that when official records are compared with self-reported 
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offending, the latter is often concealed by the former. Given that the focus of Study 3 is 

on age of onset, the limitations of official records are particularly apparent. Numerous 

studies have concluded that the first time an individual commits an offence is seldom 

reflected by their first official charge or arrest. Therefore, age of onset in this study is 

effectively age at first contact with the police. It is appreciated that, for many offenders, 

this will not indicate accurately the time of their first crime.  

A possible limitation of the way in which onset ages were distinguished must be 

discussed. The overlap between age cuts might cloud the offending transitions that are 

indicated by the onset categories used in this study. Even though every effort was made 

to approximate the age of onset distributions by arriving at the best and most useful cut 

point, the approach used here still has shortcomings. For example, because the cuts for 

nonsexual and sexual charges are at 12 and 17 years respectively, an offender who has a 

nonsexual charge at age 14 and a sexual charge at 16 will actually be classified as an 

early sexual/late general offender. Clearly this description does not capture the fact that 

general offending preceded this person’s sexual offending.  This classification only 

affected 28 participants. This is acknowledged as a limitation but it is also not considered 

a fatal flaw. The focus in Hypothesis 3 was on separating out the early/early cases 

specifically, so although this transitional category is not defined perfectly, it is also not 

particularly central to the research question. 

A third limitation of the dataset in general relates to the nature in which each 

archival file was coded. Risk assessment tools are often praised because they are 

relatively easy to use and do not require the cooperation, “consent or even the presence of 
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the person whose risk is being assessed” (Quackenbush, 2003, p. 87). However, coding 

an individual from archival records alone, having never met them is clearly challenging.  

Certain clinical judgments were provided in the files and there is a chance that 

these observations were misinterpreted by the present research assistants. These problems 

are magnified when one considers the time lapse between original data collection and 

subsequent coding. For example, diagnoses of schizophrenia and observations of 

compulsivity and impulsivity are questionable, particularly because of the age of the 

information. The field of psychology has evolved considerably since the time these 

details were recorded. Modern interpretations will thus shade some of the information in 

the files. For this reason, any claims that rely on items from the risk assessment tools are 

made with caution. 

 

7.6 Conclusion 

There were two main objectives in this study. The first goal was to establish 

whether or not a separate group of highly specialized offenders, possibly concealed by 

the methods used in Studies 1 and 2 could be identified. The second objective was to 

compare subgroups of the sample by age of sexual and nonsexual onset to determine if 

important differences could be detected; specifically between the early/early group and 

the other onset combinations. Study 3 confirmed the existence of a distinct group of 

highly specialized sexual offenders and confirmed that they were substantively different 

from the other offenders in the sample with respect to variables that measured sexual 

deviance. Study 3 also determined that early onset was indeed indicative of persistence, 

although not necessarily of offence versatility. Finally, the results of this study indicated 
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that offenders with an early onset of both sexual and nonsexual offending were indeed the 

most likely offence combination to display the analogous behaviors that Gottfredson and 

Hirschi (1990) discovered in generic criminals.  
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8. DISCUSSION  

This thesis explored the extent of offence specialization and versatility in a 

sample of men convicted of sexual offences and referred for civil commitment at a secure 

treatment facility in Massachusetts. The global findings from the series of three studies 

contained within this thesis are consistent with many existing studies of more generic 

criminal samples. A patent pattern of specialization in sexual offending is identified, but 

it is always positioned within a much more predominant pattern of versatility. This final 

chapter revisits the results from each study and discusses the implications of these 

findings. Particular attention is paid to recent policy initiatives in the US and Australia 

that are aimed specifically towards men convicted of sexual offences. 

 

8.1 Summary of Results  

Study 1 explored the tendency of sexual offenders to specialize in sexual offences 

in their officially recorded criminal histories. Contrary to the hypothesised difference 

between groups, treated participants were no more likely to specialize in sexual offences 

than observed participants. When compared by offender classification, as expected, child 

molesters were substantially more likely than rapists to specialize in sexual offences. 

Child molesters were also more likely to specialize in sexual offences against children 

(than rapists were to specialize in sexual offences against adults). As a whole, the sample 

was also more likely to specialize in sexual offences than in the other offending 

categories of nonsexual violence, property, and other offences.    

Study 2 followed the same sample of individuals and assessed their likelihood of 

recidivism as well as their tendency to specialize in their post-release offending. The 

 144



tendency to be criminally versatile (and to not limit offending to sexual crime) remained 

the most compelling conclusion from this study. Treated and observed participants did 

not differ in their likelihood of reoffending in general but those who received treatment 

were statistically significantly more likely to reoffend sexually than those who did not. 

Recidivism rates did not differ with respect to offender classifications. Rapists were 

hypothesised to be more likely than child molesters to reoffend and child molesters were 

hypothesised to be more likely than rapists to specialize in post-release offending. 

Neither of these hypotheses was supported. When compared by level of specialization, 

versatile offenders (who failed to meet the 50% Specialization Threshold) were 

significantly more likely than specialist offenders to reoffend at all and to reoffend 

violently. Specialist offenders were more likely than versatile offenders to specialize in 

sexual offending upon release.  

Study 3 built upon the findings from the previous two studies by determining the 

existence of an identifiable group of highly specialized sexual offenders who might have 

been concealed by the methods of the previous analyses. A small group of 66 individuals 

(representing 11.5% of the total sample used in the thesis) were identified. These 

participants met a much higher threshold of specialization with sexual offences 

accounting for at least 80% of their prior charges. Many of them had exclusively sexual 

criminal histories and the majority were classified as child molesters.  Important 

differences were found between the highly specialized group and the rest of the sample. 

In particular, highly specialized offenders were less likely than the rest of the sample to 

abuse substances, have difficulties during elementary school and adolescence, experience 

unemployment, and to reoffend upon release. They were also substantially more likely 
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than the rest of the sample to abuse known victims, related victims, and male victims, and 

to exhibit sexual preoccupation and emotional congruence with children.  

The second part of Study 3 shifted the focus to the beginning of each participant’s 

criminal career. This study explored the dimensions of age of onset and persistence and 

examined the interaction between them and the offending tendencies of specialization 

versus versatility. The results of this study revealed that an early age of onset (of 

nonsexual crime) was indeed indicative of persistence (measured by number of charges 

and length of criminal career) and of versatility.  Early onset of both sexual and 

nonsexual crime was particularly suggestive of persistence and versatility as well as 

recidivism, substance abuse, employment problems, elementary school maladjustment, 

antisocial adolescence, and psychopathy.  

The key findings from this thesis are mostly consistent with conventional 

criminology but are incongruous with the typically accepted conclusions from the 

research on sexual offending specifically. This outcome has important implications for 

both theory and practice. These consequences are discussed below.  

 

8.2 Theoretical Implications 

Whether an offender has the tendency to be specialist or versatile is a critical 

theoretical question (Farrington et al., 1988; Guerette et al., 2004; Sullivan et al., 2006). 

The theoretical implications of such offending patterns have so far been neglected in 

favour of exploring the more immediate consequences for criminal justice policy 

(Guerette et al., 2004). The matter of offence specialization is essential to the 

development of criminological theory. It is worthwhile to explore whether or not 
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criminality is a truly one-dimensional phenomenon with a single underlying theoretical 

construct (Farrington et al., 1988; Wikstrom, 1987). Of course, in light of the present 

findings (from an apparently biased sample of sexual offenders) the matter of offence 

specialization should also be a relevant concern for the mostly psychological theories that 

have been used to explain the phenomenon of sexual offending. This section of the 

chapter revisits the theoretical perspectives outlined in Chapter 2 and assesses their utility 

for the present sample.  

Study 3 indicated that the components of Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (1990) theory 

are appropriate for many of the sexual offenders in this sample. They indeed revealed the 

analogous behaviours that are predicted by the General Theory of Crime.  At the same 

time, it still appears that the small group of highly specialized offenders warrant the more 

sexually specific explanations provided by Marshall and Barbaree (1990) and by Laws 

and Marshall (1990). Here, there is an explicit focus on such factors as: sexual 

preoccupation; showing emotional congruence with children; and having a male, 

unrelated, or stranger victim. 

Two main perspectives were reviewed: theories that predict versatility and 

theories that tend to assume specialization. In light of the present findings, the 

criminological convention which favours a general explanation of all offending is 

considered suitable for a substantial proportion of the participants in this study. It 

certainly appears that the behaviours of many of the versatile and persistent offenders 

from the present sample can indeed be accounted for in this way. But, it is argued here 

that a second explanation, catered specifically towards the much smaller proportion of 

highly specialized offenders is also warranted. Clearly, a distinct group of sexual 
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offenders exists. This small group does seem to specialize in sexual offending, and be 

substantively different from the rest of the sample. As Meloy (2005) has suggested, “a 

one-size-fits-all mentality to sex offending is not the answer” (p. 232). The existence of a 

second theoretical explanation does not have to be in opposition to the first. That is, the 

observation of sexual offending can be discussed akin to the way Moffitt (1993, 1997) 

explains delinquency.  

 

8.2.1 A Dual Taxonomy of Sexual Offending  

Borrowing Moffitt’s (1993, 1997, 2002) framework and applying it to the present 

sample amounts to a “Dual Taxonomy of Sexual Offending” where two distinct 

trajectories of offending are proposed. It is proposed that sexual offences conceal two 

qualitatively distinct types of offending behaviour: sexual offences that are committed 

rarely or sporadically as part of the broader range of criminal activity in which an 

individual engages, and sexual offences that are committed by highly specialized 

offenders who seldom, if ever, engage in any other rule-breaking behaviour.  

The first category of offenders represents a proportion of the offending population 

similar to Moffitt’s (1993) adolescence-limited offenders and is referred to as “versatile”. 

They make up the vast majority of offenders, accounting for approximately 90% of the 

present sample. They are characterized by general indicators of low self-control including 

substance abuse, adolescent antisocial behaviour, elementary school problems, and 

unemployment. They are more criminally versatile, engaging in a broad range of different 

criminal behaviours and are more likely to be persistent and to reoffend upon release. 

Meloy (2005) concluded similarly that the majority of sexual offenders on probation in 
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her study could be described as situational or opportunistic, thus satisfying this sketch of 

versatile sexual offenders. 

The second category represents the smaller remaining proportion of offenders 

(10%), comparable to Moffitt’s life-course-persistent taxon. This group is referred to as 

“highly specialized”. Contrary to their versatile counterparts, this group consists mostly 

of child molesters and is characterized by sexual preoccupation, emotional congruence 

with children, and a greater likelihood of abusing known, related, and male victims. 

Highly specialized sexual offenders are also more likely than versatile offenders to begin 

their offending in adulthood and less likely to exhibit the various measures of poor self-

control described previously. This is mostly consistent with the expectations of the 

theoretical perspectives that expect specialization (Laws & Marshall, 1990; Marshall & 

Barbaree, 1990). 

It is definitely conceivable that more groups could be identified, particularly given 

the bias of the sample. The group that is most notably absent here is offenders who have 

not been convicted of a sexual offence. Although the studies in this thesis have 

demonstrated considerable similarities between convicted sexual offenders and the 

theoretical expectations of more generic nonsexual offenders identified in the literature, 

the opportunity certainly remains to assess this similarity empirically by including a 

control group of nonsexual offenders.  

 

8.3 Policy Implications 

More than any other type of offender, those convicted of sexual crimes 

(particularly against children) are now subject to specific, expansive, discretionary, and 
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controversial legislation that has impacted decision-making at almost every stage of the 

criminal justice system (Janus & Walbek, 2000; La Fond, 2000; Meloy, 2005; Miner, 

2007; Simon, 1997a; Smallbone & Ransley, 2005). This section of the chapter reviews a 

selection of these (mostly) new laws that are aimed expressly towards sexual offenders. 

The theoretical utility of each initiative will be discussed in view of the empirical 

findings of this thesis.  

 
8.3.1 Civil Commitment 

The “sexual psychopath” was incorporated into American criminal law in the late 

1930s following a wave of moral panic about violent sexual crimes (Freedman, 1987; 

Jenkins, 1998). First Generation civil commitment existed to varying degrees in about 

half of the United States between 1939 and 1960 (Janus & Walbek, 2000). Adhering to a 

treatment model that sought to “medicalize” deviance (Cole, 2000; Galliher & Tyree, 

1985; Mihm, 1954; Sutherland, 1950a), this alternative assumed that there was something 

internally wrong with an individual and that it could be cured (Jenkins, 1998; Simon, 

1997b).  

Amid the moral panic of the 1930s, sexual psychopathy was a relatively new label 

to attach to an imperfectly defined group of individuals, often used to instill fear 

(Reinhardt & Fisher, 1949).  At the time, the sexual psychopath was seen to be 

somewhere in between normal and legally insane (Cole, 2000; Swanson, 1960). It was 

thought that these individuals required special attention (Swanson, 1960) and these 

programs were represented as a scientific, humane alternative to prison (Janus & Walbek, 

2000).  
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Owing to the complex decision-making processes involved, civilly committed 

offenders should be the most highly disordered and dangerous population of sexual 

offenders. Thus, examining their criminal careers might reveal the most compelling 

evidence of offence specialization. However, it has been suggested that the science 

behind the controversial diagnosis of “sexually dangerous person” or “sexual 

psychopath” was dubious at best (Cole, 2000; Mihm, 1954). Jenkins (1998) has 

expressed the alarm of therapists at “the use of half-comprehended psychiatric language 

as the basis for social policy” (p 91). Further, it has been argued that courts tend to accept 

expert psychiatric opinion almost in blind faith (Meyers, 1965). As Sutherland (1950b, p. 

554) stated: 

There is no more reason for turning over to the psychiatrist the complete supervision of a criminal 
who is found to be psychopathic than for turning over to the dentist the complete supervision of a 
criminal who is found to have dental cavities. 
 

 
Just as it did in the 1930s, the 1990s demonstrated that the “fear of sexual 

violence can [still] provide an extremely powerful tool for mobilizing political support 

against nonconforming individuals” (Freedman, 1987, p. 106). Legislation now exists in 

most states in the US where certain sexual offenders are eligible for civil commitment, 

beyond the length of their court-imposed custodial sentence. This stems from the five-to-

four Supreme Court decision in Kansas v. Hendricks (1997)6 which upheld the 

constitutionality of civil commitment (La Fond, 2000; Lieb et al., 1998). Second 

Generation civil commitment makes a significant departure from the mental health model 

of the previous generations of legislation and reflects society’s disenchantment with the 

treatment protocols of earlier decades (Janus & Walbek, 2000, La Fond, 2000; Lieb et al., 

                                                 
6 Kansas v. Hendricks, 117 S. Ct. 2072 (1997) 
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1998). Although the original commitments granted an alternative to punishment, second 

generation schemes instead seek only to extend punishment by prolonging the custodial 

sentence. Today, upon completion of their prison term, the Attorney General or county 

prosecutor can petition for a convicted sexual offender to be civilly committed based on 

the evaluation that they remain a danger to society (Becker et al., 2003; La Fond, 2000).  

The commentary available on first generation policies is eerily appropriate today. 

Most of the observations by Meyers (1965) and Sutherland (1950a; 1950b) (made more 

than four decades ago) fit closely the present situation regarding civil commitment.  The 

stakes of labelling or not labelling are evidently high because the mark of “sexual 

offender” carries immediate stigma and penalty (Meyers, 1965). At best, trained 

psychiatrists are doing the best they know how to do under the pressure of the courts and 

the community. It is conceivable that they will err on the side of caution, not wanting to 

be responsible for the release of potentially violent recidivists, thus widening the net and 

committing more individuals than is necessarily warranted. This has led to many first-

time offenders being diagnosed “on the basis of a single act and little else” (Meyers, 1965 

p. 27). At worst, essentially unqualified examiners (who have a vested financial interest 

in maintaining procedures that keep them employed) (Sutherland, 1950a) are diagnosing 

individuals with no positive criteria with which to adjudicate sexual psychopathy beyond 

an officially recorded criminal history of repeated abnormal sexual acts (Meyers, 1965).  

The findings from this thesis that relate to specialization and recidivism raise 

questions about the widespread use of legislation such as civil commitment. Although it 

might be justified for a very small proportion of offenders it is certainly unreasonable to 

apply the same legislation to any individual convicted of a single sexual offence. The 
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way that this legislation is currently applied ignores the striking ratio of highly 

specialized offenders to the rest of the sample and amounts to an extraordinary financial 

commitment to policies that address the smallest number of individuals.  

The result that there are few differences between treated and observed participants 

in this thesis also raises questions regarding treatment effectiveness. Civil commitment 

was ostensibly reserved for the most dangerous offenders; those most likely to reoffend 

and thus most deserving of treatment. The results from Study 2 suggest however, that the 

experience of civil commitment did not dissuade participants from reoffending. In fact, 

treated offenders were statistically significantly more likely than observed offenders to 

commit sexual offences upon release. One explanation for this is that, because they were 

selected out for treatment in the first place, it makes sense that treated participants would 

have a higher base rate, in that they were already considered more likely to offend.  

A second concern relates to the connection between the extent of offence 

specialization and the decision to civilly commit. Little has been made of an empirical 

relationship between specialization and dangerousness. But, based on relevant legislation 

it seems that in practice, a single sexual offence is considered sufficient to assume a 

higher probability of committing sexual offences in the future. Recall from Study 1 that 

child molesters were much more likely to be criminally versatile than they were to 

specialize in sexual offending, so, a single sexual offence or an offender classification of 

“child molester” is likely to be unhelpful in accurately determining to whom these laws 

should apply. As has been shown in previous chapters, many theories, therapeutic 

practices, and clinical interventions within the field rely upon assumptions of offence 

specialization.  The results from Study 2 found almost no differences between treated and 
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observed participants with respect to recidivism and offence specialization. This implies 

that specialization as an offending dimension perhaps simply did not factor in the process 

of assessing someone as a sexually dangerous person.  

A final perspective relevant to these findings which should also be considered 

refers to the actual rationale involved at the time that this sample was committed. Civil 

commitment has been considered a symbol of political power and revenge rather than 

useful crime prevention policy (La Fond, 2000; Lieb et al., 1998). Although it was 

superficially defended as a progressive treatment device, an alternative explanation of 

preventative detention as a façade for social control (Lieb et al., 1998) is also valid. It 

might be that this treatment option was merely a veiled attempt at controlling or 

managing an embarrassingly problematic group of individuals (who had reached the end 

of the criminal justice ‘line’, exhausting all resources) with whom the system did not 

know what to do.  

 

8.3.2 Community Notification (Megan’s Law) 

Legislation that provides for community notification or registration now exists in 

some form in all 50 states of the US (Lieb et al., 1998). The spectrum is vast. For 

example, the Office of the Attorney General maintains a publicly available website which 

contains names, addresses, and photographs of convicted sexual offenders 

(www.meganslaw.ca.gov). Several states (including Texas and Louisiana) have 

introduced more specific requirements including the use of signs in front of one’s house, 

labels on clothing, and vehicle bumper stickers (Petrunik, 2000). Advocates of 

community notification initiatives have argued that telling the public about sexual 
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offenders who live in their community empowers individuals to take action to protect 

themselves and their families (Finn, 1997). 

Known more commonly as Megan’s Law, the original legislation was enacted and 

named for Megan Kanka who, in 1994, was raped and murdered by Jesse Timmendequas, 

a convicted child molester who lived across the street (Cole, 2000; Janus & Walbek, 

2000). The impetus for the legislation stemmed from her parent’s belief that Megan’s 

death could have been prevented had they known of the existence and location of Mr. 

Timmendequas (Cole, 2000).  

The focus of this legislation on sexual offenders increases the likelihood of 

vigilantism by raising levels of community fear and anxiety (Lieb et al., 1998) and has 

the unintended consequence of making individuals complacent about their safety. 

Unfortunately, this false sense of security extends to the criminal justice system (Lieb et 

al., 1998). For example, when a child goes missing or a sexual crime is committed, 

searches are often narrowed to the pool of registered sex offenders (Simon, 2000). In the 

past this has impeded investigations and increased the danger for potential victims 

(Simon, 2000; see also Francis & Soothill, 2000). The criminal versatility of sexual 

offenders that is demonstrated in each of the three present studies should remind us that a 

convicted sex offender is no more likely to commit a sexual offence than a convicted 

murderer, armed robber, or car thief (Simon, 2000). These arguments suggest that 

“registering the whereabouts of one [sexual offender] will not solve the crime problem in 

general, nor will it solve particular crimes” (Simon, 1997b, p. 394). The results in Study 2 

revealed that offender classifications did not differ from one another with respect to their 

likelihood of committing a sexual crime upon release.  
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The effect of the assumption of specialization on this kind of policy has been 

investigated by Francis and Soothill (2000). They conducted a 21 year follow-up study of 

the 7,442 men convicted of sexual offences in England and Wales in 1973. One of the 

objectives of their study was to explore escalation by determining how many of the 

individuals went on to commit murder. Based on type of first conviction and subsequent 

arrests, they concluded that such innovations as increased surveillance, home visits, and 

intensive correctional supervision actually had little impact in preventing homicide 

(Francis & Soothill, 2000). Sexual offenders were indeed at a higher risk of committing 

homicide (by a factor of seven when compared with the general population). But, the 

convicted child molesters (who would have been subject to the provisions of Megan’s 

Law) who did commit murder were actually more likely to kill adult women (Francis & 

Soothill, 2000). This provides more evidence that Megan’s Law would not be particularly 

helpful anyway. 

 

8.3.3 Residency Restrictions (Jessica’s Law) 

Jessica’s Law is a more recent development in the US which, among other 

provisions, restricts where a convicted sexual offender may live upon re-entry into the 

community. In February of 2005, nine-year-old Jessica Lunsford was abducted, raped, 

and three days later bound and buried alive (where she suffocated) by registered sex 

offender, John Couey. Couey lived in a trailer across the street from her home in Florida. 

In response to this horrific event, State Governor Jeb Bush proposed legislation which 

would require that anyone convicted of a single serious sexual offence against a child 

would be given a mandatory minimum sentence of 25 years in a maximum security 
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prison. Upon completion of their sentence, the Bill proposed that all such offenders 

would be followed by electronic monitoring for life. Various iterations of the law also 

prohibit released sexual offenders from living within 2000 feet of a school, park, day-care 

centre, or school bus stop (Levenson, in press). The Jessica Lunsford Act was passed in 

November, 2005 (E. Imhof, personal communication). Since that time, 33 states have 

enacted some form of the Jessica Lunsford Act into law. The remaining 17 US states are 

still debating passage of the legislation but it is expected that no fewer than 47 states will 

ultimately have enacted at least some provisions of the law (D. D’Amora, personal 

communication).  

 Although their superficial objectives are to improve community safety, when 

considered in light of the present empirical findings, Megan’s Law and Jessica’s Law are 

fundamentally flawed. Study 3 confirms much existing research that child molesters are 

generally more likely to abuse known or related children. Thus, legislation that informs 

strangers of a child molester’s whereabouts essentially ignores the real problem. Again, 

this amounts to a massive commitment to a policy that addresses the rarest of 

circumstances. Further, the considerable burden that these laws place on police, parole, 

and probation officers needs to be considered. Finally, restricting available 

accommodation for an already disenfranchised population of individuals has had the 

unfortunate consequence of a marked increase in homelessness (as is the case in San 

Francisco and Miami), not to mention elevating their likelihood of reoffending.  
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8.3.4 Mandatory Treatment 

The development of intervention, management, treatment, and prevention 

programs that are specifically designed for sexual offenders have increased exponentially 

in recent years (Laws & Marshall, 2003; Lieb et al., 1998). These programs tend to 

ignore nonsexual crimes and victims (Simon, 1997b). In fact, in many cases, sexual 

offenders with extensive or varied criminal histories are considered to be particularly 

dangerous and are excluded from specialized treatment programs (Simon, 2000; Weinrott 

& Saylor, 1991).  

The findings from Study 3 indicate that the majority of sexual offenders in the 

sample were in fact not characterised by the sexual variables such as sexual 

preoccupation, having been abused as a child, or emotional congruence with children. 

Instead, sexual offenders, as a general group might benefit from a more comprehensive 

treatment initiative. Rather than being concerned entirely or predominantly with deviant 

sexual arousal, treatment should address the nonsexual risk factors that are common to all 

criminals, especially those found to be relevant to the versatile persistent offenders in 

Study 3. Such factors might include substance abuse, unemployment, relationship 

problems, self-control, and impulsivity.  

 

8.3.5 The Australian Experience 

Policies similar to those in the US have emerged in Australia in recent years. 

These developments have included public awareness campaigns, changes to relevant 

policing polices and practices, government commissions of inquiry, legislative reviews, 

new management and intervention programs, and sexual offender specific legislation. 
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One example of such legislation is the Dangerous Prisoners (Sexual Offenders) Act 2003 

(Qld). These preventive incapacitation laws “displace the presumption of proportionality 

permitting longer-than-usual or indefinite detention” for high risk sexual offenders, 

beyond the completion of their custodial sentences (Smallbone & Ransley, 2005, p. 33).  

The trends detected in North America’s Second Generation civil commitment 

provisions have also been observed in an Australian context. As Smallbone and Ransley 

(2005) have remarked, although the Criminal Law Amendment Act 1945 (Qld) was 

directed towards assessing an individual’s “condition”, the newer legislation has shifted 

the focus on to an assessment of the individual’s future conduct or “risk potential”.  

Similar concerns regarding justice and human rights have arisen in the UK also. 

These questions centre specifically around the justification behind such 

“consequentialist” legislation that enables a court to punish people, not for an act they 

have committed in the past, but for what they might do in the future (Francis et al., 2001). 

Again, the findings from the present thesis provide little empirical support for such 

policies. Child molesters were no more likely than the other offender classifications to 

reoffend at all, or to reoffend sexually.  

 

8.4 Limitations of the Study  

The limitations of the studies contained within this thesis have already been 

discussed. These included: the use of official statistics and the operationalization of 

specialization (Chapter 5); length of follow-up and measures of recidivism (Chapter 6) 

and; risk assessment tool coding (Chapter 7). Three additional concerns are relevant to all 
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three studies and are outlined below. These are sample bias, generalisability of the 

sample, and the definition of versatility. 

 

8.4.1 Sample Bias – Status of Participants  

A considerable majority of studies of sexual offenders are conducted on small 

convenience samples that are usually drawn from clinical populations of convicted 

offenders (Quackenbush, 2003). Clearly, samples of identified sexual offenders are likely 

neither representative of the larger population of sexual offenders (Burton & Meezan, 

2004) nor, of course, the larger population of offenders in general. It is evidently 

opportune to perform interviews or administer surveys with residential treatment or 

incarcerated populations but it is important to consider the bias that is present in such a 

sample.  

It is likely that the assumption of specialization among men who have committed 

sexual offences has been inflated by significantly skewed samples of treatment 

populations. When the pool of research participants is drawn exclusively from sexual 

offender treatment programs, a specific definition or label has already been imposed upon 

them and the researcher’s ability to explore the issue of versatility is compromised. This 

has been the case in many of the studies reviewed so far. 

Given the initial sample bias inherent in including only those sexual offenders 

referred for civil commitment, the global finding of versatility is a key result. Exploiting 

such a specific, clinical sample almost amounted to “stacking the odds” in favour of 

detecting offence specialization. An original expectation of the thesis as a whole was that 

levels of specialization and persistence would be inflated because of this sample’s 
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presumably higher baseline. This makes the overall finding of versatility all that more 

compelling. 

A competing but equally valid explanation should also be mentioned. As 

described earlier, civil commitment might have actually been less about specialization 

and more about the detection of dangerousness (Cole, 2000). The link between 

specialization and dangerousness has not yet been made explicitly and any connection 

should not be assumed. In his extensive review of New Jersey’s civil commitment 

facilities, Tappan (in Cole, 2000) suggested that serious sexual offences (such as rape and 

child molestation) are actually more likely committed by “sexually and psychiatrically 

normal individuals whose offences are partly an offshoot of their general antisocial 

behavioural patterns” (p. 298). 

A more general explanation, appropriate for the criminal justice system as a 

whole might account for the present conclusion of versatility more completely. Perhaps 

this sample appears predominantly versatile simply because versatile offenders are also 

more frequent and persistent in their offending. Therefore, by engaging in more types of 

crime, more often, they become statistically more likely to attract the attention of the 

police. Police are in turn less likely to detect the offences of specialist offender who 

simply offend less frequently.  

 

8.4.2 Generalisability 

The degree to which any specific study represents a broader population and can 

therefore be applied to other more general situations is an important concern. The present 

sample is no exception. Evidently, the offenders in this study represent a fairly unique 
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population and it is not expected that the conclusions drawn from them would generalize 

to sexual offenders not referred for civil commitment, nonsexual offenders, nor even to 

more contemporary samples of civilly committed sexual offenders (due to legislative 

differences and other period effects). Nevertheless, there are still a number of 

contributions that are made by this study.  

Given that such a compelling majority of offences are so often attributed to a 

disproportionately small number of offenders, it makes sense to study those chronic, 

persistent offenders in more detail (De Lisi, 2001; Piquero, 2000). One advantage of 

concentrating on only the most serious criminals is that no one can dispute the gravity of 

their offences (Soothill & Gibbens, 1978). Second, given the attention paid by the media 

and the public to such crimes (Lacombe, 2008), the crucial nature of the study’s findings 

(as well as any subsequent policy implications) are also undeniable. Third, so much of the 

existing body of criminological research has come from studies of largely trivial 

offending and general delinquency. A sound empirical understanding of more serious 

offences is clearly necessary (De Lisi, 2001). 

Focusing on sexual offending so specifically reinforces the assumption that 

certain categories of offenders (like child molesters) are identifiably different from other 

types of offenders. This might have the unintended consequence of obscuring the “extent 

to which sexual offending against children shares common ground with other forms of 

criminal behaviour” (Parkinson et al., 2004).  

Future research would do well to attend to the reverse situation as well. Studies of 

general crime often exclude sexual offence categories from their analysis altogether 

(Parkinson et al., 2004; for examples see: Blumstein et al., 1986; Chaiken & Chaiken, 
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1982). Self-report studies that inquire about an individual’s involvement in such crimes 

as assault, burglary, theft, and drugs should also include offences of a sexual nature. 

While studies of sexual offending can be criticized for assuming specialization, studies of 

general crime can be similarly criticized for assuming versatility. The growing body of 

knowledge regarding offence specialization and versatility would benefit enormously 

from a more thorough empirical consideration of both possibilities.  

 

8.4.3 Definition of Versatility  

It has already been acknowledged that some of the methods used in these studies 

will affect the results by inflating the levels of offence versatility detected. These include 

counting every single charge (rather than convictions or the most serious offence at 

arrest) and the number of categories used. Plea bargaining is a third concern, unique to 

US jurisdictions that should also be considered. 

The practice of plea bargaining can conceal the true sexual nature of an offence in 

two ways. First, an individual who breaks into a house and attacks a woman with the 

specific intent of raping her might simply be charged with breaking and entering, and 

perhaps assault. Second, an individual who actually rapes a woman might end up being 

charged with simple assault. In the first example, although a sexual crime was not 

actually committed, the sexual motivation behind the crime that was committed is an 

important consideration worthy of inclusion in such a study (Karpman, 1951). In the 

second example, the process of pleading down rape to assault can transpire through a 

number of scenarios. These include, but are not limited to: the prosecution deciding that 

such a plea will ensure a conviction; having insufficient physical evidence to secure a 
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conviction for rape, but sufficient evidence for a conviction of assault; the victim not 

wanting to be involved in the subsequent trial, making it difficult to prove a sexual crime; 

or the defendant agreeing to plead guilty to and be sentenced for a lesser charge. The 

impact of using individual charges in this way is not considered a fatal flaw. The alleged 

risk of inflating versatility is not considered a fatal flaw. This risk is balanced by the 

complementary danger of inflating specialization by using a sample of convicted sexual 

offenders referred for civil commitment.  

 

8.5 Future Directions 

As has already been expressed, the results of this thesis paint an incomplete 

picture of the offending dimensions of specialization and versatility. This line of inquiry 

is important and the topics explored here deserve further attention. This is true 

particularly in light of the present political and social landscape where men convicted of 

sexual offences are treated so differently from other types of offenders. This section of 

the chapter outlines two possible directions for future research. 

  

8.5.1 Accounting for Specialization across Time 

Consistent with criminal career research, specialization might be better 

understood through an individualised measure of offending patterns (Sullivan et al., 

2006; Williams & Arnold, 2002). Wikstrom (1987), for example, concluded that 

“different periods of life are criminogenic in different ways” (p. 200) and suggested that 

the nature of one’s offending changes over time. Similarly, LeBlanc and Frechette (1989) 

recommended that specialization be explored as a dynamic property within the context of 
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desistance. They define specialization as “the concentration of criminal activity, which 

has previously been expressed in a variety of forms, into a limited number of crime 

categories” (LeBlanc & Frechette, 1989, p. 129).  

For these researchers, specialization is detected over time and appears when an 

individual comes to focus more on a certain crime or crime category (LeBlanc & 

Frechette, 1989). Consider an offender with five charges for five different crimes that 

were all committed in adolescence. Then by the age of 35, he commits acts of child 

molestation exclusively. LeBlanc and Frechette (1989) argue that his criminal career is 

meaningfully different from someone who has accrued the same number and type of 

offences randomly over the same period of time.  A single aggregate measure of offence 

specialization (like the ones used in the present studies) will not distinguish between two 

individuals such as these. 

An alternative, dynamic account of offence specialization across a criminal career 

could be achieved by plotting an individual’s charges in each crime category against 

meaningful age brackets in a chart similar in appearance to the age-crime curve. This 

heavily qualitative approach would provide a graphic representation of an individual’s 

criminal history. This would attend to the criticisms of the other approaches by allowing 

for detection of crime switching over time. It has the clear limitation of being unable to 

contribute to meaningful quantitative conclusions. What it lacks in statistical 

sophistication it makes up for in qualitative details that would, if used in concert with 

other existing approaches, provide a more complete picture of offence specialization and 

versatility.  
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An additional question is the ability of these illustrations to represent broader 

categories within the sample. This might lead to the discovery of more or different group 

trajectories. The present dataset contains sufficient information to further explore 

specialist and versatile offending trajectories at a later date. 

 

8.5.2 Theoretical Development 

A new direction for our theoretical comprehension of sexual offending was 

proposed. Although the general perspectives of Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) are 

mostly sufficient (even for a sample of sexual offenders) there is clearly a distinct 

population of sexual offenders that warrant a separate explanation. Unfortunately, the 

sexual offending specific theories provided so far are very limited in their scope – 

particularly with respect to specialization and versatility. It is proposed that a dual 

taxonomy approach would encompass the sexual offences committed by both versatile 

and specialist offenders. This would account for a much larger proportion of sexual crime 

than is currently explained by existing theories of sexual offending. It is recommended 

that future research focus on this new perspective that would include both criminological 

and psychological perspectives. 

These conclusions have evidently been drawn from a very specific sample. The 

first step in testing the generalizability of this theoretical idea would be to determine how 

we can best explain specialist offending patterns within the context of general offending. 

This could be achieved by examining other samples of sexual offenders (especially those 

in other countries), and by exploring samples of nonsexual offenders (both in and out of 

custody). 
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8.6 Conclusions 

This thesis contained three studies with the overall aim of exploring the extent of 

offence specialization and versatility in the criminal careers of men who have been 

convicted of sexual offences. The first study concluded that although child molesters had 

more specialized criminal histories than rapists, offence versatility was undoubtedly the 

more likely offending pattern across the sample. Further, committed participants were no 

more likely to specialize in sexual offences than observed participants.  

Study 2 examined the post release offending records of the same sample and 

again found that the tendency to be criminally versatile remained the most compelling 

conclusion. The second study identified few differences between treated and observed 

participants and almost no differences between rapists and child molesters with respect to 

recidivism or to post-release specialization.  

Finally, Study 3 elaborated upon the findings from the previous two studies. It 

established the existence of an identifiable group of highly specialized sexual offenders 

and explored the intersections between age of onset and specialization. The group of 

highly specialized sexual offenders consisted mostly of child molesters. This is consistent 

with both existing empirical evidence and the findings from Study 1 which concluded 

that child molesters were the most likely offender type to specialize in sexual offending. 

Overall, the majority of the sample shared many of the general criminal attributes 

proposed by conventional criminology including the presence of analogous behaviors 

such as alcohol and drug use, problems in elementary school and adolescent behavior, 

and involvement in a range of different types of crimes. The small group of highly 

specialized offenders was characterized instead by the variables identified by more 
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specific theories of sexual offending, especially those that explain child sexual abuse. 

Although an early age of onset was indeed indicative of persistence and of criminal 

versatility, a juvenile record of sexual offences was not necessarily predictive of future 

sexual offending specifically. Offenders with an early nonsexual and early sexual onset 

were at the highest risk of reoffending upon release, as well as abusing substances, 

having school and employment problems, and showing psychopathic traits.  

The global finding of this thesis supports existing criminological perspectives 

regarding versatility and challenges the assumptions of much of the sexual offending 

literature regarding specialization. Evidently, specialized sexual offenders do exist but 

they are an identifiable minority. Many current legislative initiatives aimed at sexual 

offenders appear to have been fueled by (until recently) untested assumptions that sexual 

offending is a distinct and specialized form of offending which is likely to continue 

unabated. This belief has led to the emergence of universal and selective crime control 

policies that exclusively target male adults (and now also adolescents) convicted of 

sexual offences (especially against children unknown to them). These policies include 

community registration and notification, residency restrictions, mandatory specialized 

treatment, and second generation civil commitment laws. Along with other recent studies 

(Lussier et al. 2005; Miethe et al. 2006; Simon 2000; Smallbone & Wortley 2004; 

Soothill et al. 2000; Zimring, et al., 2007), the findings within this thesis that sexual 

offenders, like other offenders, tend to be versatile in their criminal behavior call such 

approaches into question.  

The conclusion that only 11.5% of the men in the present sample warrant an 

offence specific theoretical explanation and, that policies are written with them in mind is 
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no coincidence. The highly specialized sexual offenders in this study (along with other 

persistent, dangerous individuals whose crimes are sensationalized by the media) indeed 

necessitate unique description, explanation, supervision, and management. But just as the 

General Theory of Crime cannot explain their offences adequately, the policies devised 

for them should likewise not be applied to the general population of men who commit 

sexual offences.  

 

8.6.1 A Note on Selective Incapacitation 

 
Paying particular attention to sexual offenders might be seen to be consistent with 

the acknowledged goals of selective incapacitation. Selective incapacitation is justified 

on the grounds of the existence of the chronic offender (Cohen, 1983). Its simplicity is 

seductive (Auerhahn, 1999): given that such a small percentage of the offending 

population is frequently observed to be responsible for a substantial percentage of crimes 

committed, the criminal justice system should catch and incarcerate only the most 

chronic, persistent, dangerous offenders who are wont to offend more frequently. In 

theory, this would produce a simultaneous reduction in the crime rate, and the prison 

population (Gottfredson & Gottfredson, 1985), while also demonstrating a particularly 

efficient use of already severely limited resources. 

Although the most recent sexual offender legislation could be seen to have once 

shared the same intentions of selective incapacitation, recent experience provides a 

damning critique on the extent to which those objectives have been met. Indeed, 

admittedly, the theoretical direction suggested in this chapter concluded with a similar 

recommendation, to focus on only the most chronic, persistent sexual offenders. 
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However, as described in earlier sections, the criminal justice system’s sexual offender 

“net” has now been cast so widely that (whether intended or not) it captures anyone 

charged with a single sexual offence, including, in many jurisdictions, adolescents who 

have had consensual sex with other adolescents. The implications of these and related 

policies has been the identification of many more “offenders” than the criminal justice 

system can realistically try, track, or treat.  

The growth of actuarial justice has further subverted the more traditional goals of 

rehabilitation and punishment for past wrongdoing and placed the focus instead upon risk 

of future wrongdoing (Auerhahn, 1999; Cohen, 1983; Feeley & Simon, 1994; 

Gottfredson & Gottfredson, 1985; Harcourt, 2007). This has meant a strong commitment 

to the construction of mathematical prediction instruments (similar to those used by the 

insurance industry) that seek to “regulate groups as part of a strategy for managing 

danger” (Feeley & Simon, 1994, p. 173; Kempf-Leonard & Peterson, 2000). 

Subsequently, a new language of probability and risk has also overtaken the preceding 

language of moral judgment, responsibility, and punishment (Feeley & Simon, 1994; 

Harcourt, 2007). Although this shift has been observed across the criminal justice system 

as a whole, nowhere is it more apparent than for sexual offenders (Lacombe, 2008; 

Zimring, et al., 2007). It has been argued that this “new penology of risk” actively 

constructs the identity of the sexual offender and has created a specific group of offenders 

who are believed to be eternally at risk of reoffending (Lacombe, 2008, p. 56). Although 

the introduction of actuarial risk assessment tools represents an important advancement in 

the technical knowledge of the criminal justice system, the move has contributed further 

to net widening.  
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Evidently, the effectiveness of both the theory of selective incapacitation and the 

use of actuarial risk assessment tools depends almost entirely upon the capabilities of 

appropriate agencies to predict future criminal behavior (Gottfredson & Gottfredson, 

1985; Harcourt, 2007) and to identify chronic persistent offenders before they become 

chronic or persistent offenders. Unfortunately, to date, there is scant evidence that this is 

truly possible (Auerhahn, 1999; Harcourt, 2007). In addition, there are a number of 

ethical concerns and procedural obstacles in the way of our ability to predict, identify and 

selectively incapacitate (Auerhahn, 1999; Gottfredson & Gottfredson, 1985; Harcourt, 

2007). These include the inherent problem of prescribing punishment for an act that has 

not yet occurred (Auerhahn, 1999; Cohen, 1983) and the incorrect identification of 

recidivist offenders who do not reoffend (false positives) (Auerhahn, 1999; Cohen, 1983; 

Gottfredson & Gottfredson, 1985).  

A final concern regards the offenders themselves. Subjecting identified sexual 

offenders to a host of restrictive and selective policies has the ironic consequence of 

contributing to exactly the opposite of the legislation’s original intention. The conclusion 

that a single sexual offence renders an individual at a high risk of reoffending sends a 

powerful message to the community (raising their level of fear) as well as to the 

individual offender (simultaneously reducing their self perception and their subsequent 

chances of success upon release) (Harcourt, 2007). As Harcourt (2007) so aptly states:  

Disproportionate criminal supervision and incarceration reduces work opportunities, breaks down 
families and communities, and disrupts education. It contributes to the exaggerated general 
perception of the criminality of the targeted group in the public imagination and among law 
enforcement officers. This, in turn, further undermines the ability of the targeted group to obtain 
employment or pursue educational opportunities. It may also have a delegitimizing effect on the 
criminal justice system that may lead disaffected members of the profiled group to greater 
disregard of the criminal law in a kind of backlash against perceived or real prejudice. And it may 
corrode community-police relations, hampering law enforcement efforts as members of the 
profiled community become less willing to report crime, to testify, and to convict. In this sense, 
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the use of actuarial methods in the criminal justice context can affect a person’s life-course in 
extremely detrimental ways. (p. 29) 

 
 

8.6.2 A New Way Forward 

 
It has been argued that prediction instruments actually do very well in accurately 

identifying low-rate offenders (Auerhahn, 1999; Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1985). Perhaps 

then, it is time to focus our limited resources on the other tail of the distribution and use 

these technological advancements to make release decisions rather than incapacitation 

decisions (Gottfredson & Gottfredson, 1985). That is, the men who do not fit the 

“profile” of a highly specialized sexual offender, the men who are not at a greater risk to 

reoffend sexually upon release, and the men who do not warrant specialized management 

or treatment.  

This thesis has already argued that the observation of sexual offending conceals at 

least two distinct groups of people. Not all sexual offences are committed by deviant, 

specialist, persistent, chronic, fixated, or frequent offenders. Thus a new direction might 

be to reverse our notions of selective incapacitation and remove the ‘dolphins’ from the 

net. This would likely contribute to a reduction in the population of overcrowded prisons, 

a lessening of the burden on police departments (with respect to investigation but also 

management of electronic monitoring), and a decrease in the burden on parole and 

probation departments (regarding supervision of residency restrictions and administration 

of sexual offender registries).   

Broader prevention efforts clearly need to do much more than rely on the 

selective policing and incapacitation of identified sexual offenders. Although there may 

now be sufficient evidence to indicate that sexual offenders are generally criminally 

versatile, a great deal more research is needed to understand individual differences in 
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offence specialization and versatility. These tendencies are likely dynamic and could be 

influenced by a range of factors that remain unexplored.  How these offending patterns 

emerge and perhaps change across different developmental periods should be examined. 

Determining how representative of larger populations of men convicted of sexual 

offences these trajectories are would provide vital insights into patterns of criminal and 

antisocial behaviour more generally. Such discoveries could in turn bestow policy 

makers, criminal justice practitioners, and politicians alike with empirically valid 

evidence-based alternatives from which more responsible decisions regarding community 

safety could be made.  
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9. Appendix A 

The table below represents the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Australian 

Standard Offence Classification (ASOC) and the equivalent United States crime labels 

that were used in the files from Massachusetts.  The breakdowns used in this thesis to 

further discriminate sexual offences and alcohol related offences are included.  

 
ABS ASOC 
original 16 
categories 

ABS ASOC offence labels Breakdown into 
20 categories  

Equivalent US crime labels 

Homicide and 
related offences  
 

Murder 
Conspiracy to Murder 
Attempted Murder 
Manslaughter 
Driving Causing Death 
 

 Homicide 
Manslaughter 
Assault with intent to commit murder 

Acts intended to 
cause injury 

Aggravated Assault  
Non-Aggravated Assault 
Acts Intended to Cause Injury 

 Assault with a  deadly weapon 
A&B  
A&B on police officer 
Strike a superior officer (military) 
 

Rape  
 

Rape 
Attempted to rape 
Assault with intent to rape 
 

Child Molestation  
 

Indecent A&B  
Indecent A&B on female child 
Sodomy 
Abuse of a female child 
Taking indecent liberties on minor 
female 
Incest  
 

Contact Sex 
offences 

Unnatural act 
Fornication 
Sodomy 
Accosting the opposite sex 
 

Sexual assault 
and related 
offences 
 
 
 

Aggravated Sexual Assault  
Non-Aggravated Sexual Assault 
Non-Assaultive Sexual Offences 
Against a Child 
Non-Assaultive Sexual Offences 

Non-contact/ 
Nuisance Sex 
offences 

Lewdness 
Open and gross lewdness 
Indecent exposure 
Annoying the opposite sex 
Enticing minors for immoral 
purposes 
Window peeping 
 

Dangerous or Driving Under the Influence of  Driving to endanger 
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negligent acts 
endangering 
persons      

Alcohol or Drugs 
Dangerous or Negligent Driving 
Neglect of Person Under Care 
Other Dang or Neg Acts 
Endangering Persons 
 

Going away after colliding with a  
person 
Driving Under the Influence 
Leaving the scene of a crime 

Abduction and 
related offences 

Abduction and Kidnapping 
Deprivation of Liberty 
False Imprisonment 
 

 Kidnapping  

Robbery, 
extortion and 
related offences 
 

Aggravated Robbery 
Non-Aggravated Robbery 
Blackmail and Extortion 

 Robbery  
Extortion 
Larceny from person 

Unlawful entry 
with 
intent/burglary, 
break and enter 
 

Unlawful Entry with Intent 
Burglary,  
Break and Enter 

 Burglary 
Possessing Burglarizing tools 

Theft and related 
offences 
 

Theft of a Motor Vehicle  
Illegal Use of a Motor Vehicle  
Theft of Motor Vehicle Parts or 
Contents 
Theft from a Person (Excluding by 
Force) 
Theft of Intellectual Property 
Theft from Retail Premises 
Theft (Except Motor Vehicles),  
Receiving or Handling Proceeds of 
Crime 
Illegal Use of Property (Except 
Motor Vehicles) 
 

 Transporting a stolen car 
Larceny under $100 
Larceny under $250 
Larceny 
Delinquent larceny 
Delinquent larceny of auto 
Shoplifting 
Motor vehicle theft 
Unlawful  use of a boat 
 

Deception and 
related offences 
 

Cheque or Credit Card Fraud 
Make, Use or Possess Equipment to 
Make False/Illegal Financial 
Instrument 
Fraudulent Trade Practices 
Prescription Drug Fraud 
Fare Evasion 
Fraud,  
Counterfeiting Currency and Related 
Offences 
Dishonest Conversion 
Bribery Involving Government 
Officials 
Bribery,  
Misrepresentation of Professional 
Status 
Non-Fraudulent Trade Practices 
Deception Offences 
 

 Fraud 
Bribery 
Impersonating a police officer 
Impersonating a sheriff  
Counterfeiting 

Illicit drug 
offences  

Import Illicit Drugs 
Export Illicit Drugs 

 Possess marijuana 
Possess hypodermic needle 
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 Deal or Traffic in Illicit Drugs - 
Commercial Quantity 
Deal or Traffic in Illicit Drugs – 
Non-Commercial Quantity 
Manufacture or Cultivate Illicit 
Drugs 
Possess Illicit Drug 
Use Illicit Drug 
Illicit Drug Offences 
 

Weapons and 
explosives 
offences 
 

Import or Export Prohibited 
Weapons/Explosives 
Sell, Possess and/or Use Prohibited 
Weapons/Explosives 
Prohibited Weapons/Explosives 
Offences,  
Unlawfully Obtain or Possess 
Regulated Weapons/Explosives 
Misuse of Regulated 
Weapons/Explosives 
Deal or Traffic Regulated 
Weapons/Explosives Offences 
Regulated Weapons/Explosives 
Offences 
 

 Throwing missiles 
Possess fireworks 
Carrying a knife 

Property damage 
and 
environmental 
pollution 
 

Property Damage by Fire or 
Explosion 
Graffiti 
Property Damage,  
Air Pollution Offences 
Water Pollution Offences 
Noise Pollution Offences 
Environmental Pollution Offences 
 

 Wilful and malicious destruction 
Wilful injury to property 
Injury to personal property 
 

Public order 
offences 
 
 

Trespass 
Offensive Language 
Offensive Behaviour 
Criminal Intent 
Conspiracy 
Disorderly Conduct,  
Betting and Gambling Offences 
Liquor and Tobacco Offences 
Censorship Offences 
Prostitution Offences 
Offences Against Public Order 
Sexual Standards  
Regulated Public Order Offences 

Public Order 
offences 

Disturbing the peace 
Conspiracy 
Language 
Contributing to the delinquency of a 
minor 
Vagrancy 
Loitering 
Giving alcohol to a minor 
Malicious mischief 
Trespass 
Possession of Pornography  
Lodger 
Night lodger 
Sleeper 
Tramp 
Affray 
Congregating on a sidewalk 
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Alcohol offences Drunk 
Drunkenness 

Road traffic and 
motor vehicle 
regulatory 
offences 
 

Driving While Licence Cancelled or 
Suspended 
Driving Without a Licence 
Driving Licence Offences, 
Registration Offences 
Roadworthiness Offences 
Exceeding the Prescribed Content of 
Alcohol Limit 
Exceeding Legal Speed Limit 
Parking Offences 
Regulatory Driving Offences,  
Pedestrian Offences 

 Speeding 
Moving a stolen car 
Use auto without authority 
Operate auto without licence 
Violating insurance 
Uninsured car 
Attach wrong licence plates 
Permitting interference with proper 
operation of auto 
Ignoring stop sign 
Flashing red light 
Passing solid line 
 

Offences against 
justice 
procedures, 
government 
security and 
government 
operations 

Escape Custody Offences 
Breach of Bail 
Breach of Parole 
Breach of Domestic Violence Order 
Breach of Other Restraining Order 
Breach of Justice Order, 
Subvert the Course of Justice 
Resist or Hinder Police Officer or 
Justice Official 
Prison Regulation Offences 
Offences Against Justice Procedures, 
Resist or Hinder Government Officer 
Concerned with Government 
Security 
Offences Against Government 
Security,  
Resist or Hinder Government 
Official (Excluding Police Officer, 
Justice Official or Government 
Security Officer) 
Offences Against Government 
Operations 
 

 Give false name 
Use false name 
Harbor criminal 
Aid and harbor criminal 
Intimidate witness  
Escape 
Resist arrest 
 
 
 
Military offences: 
AWOL 
Disobeying orders 
Disorderly in uniform  
 

Miscellaneous 
offences 
 

Harassment and Private Nuisance 
Offences Against Privacy 
Threatening Behaviour 
Defamation and Libel 
Sanitation Offences 
Disease Prevention Offences 
Occupational Health and Safety 
Offences 
Transport Offences 
Dangerous Substances Offences 
Licit Drug Offences 
Public Health and Safety Offences,  
Commercial/Industry/Financial 

 Stubborn delinquent 
Delinquent child – truant 
School offender 
Unlicensed junk dealer 
Unlawfully riding a freight car 
Keeping a biting dog 
Keeping a barking dog 
Ringing false alarm 
Gaming on the Lord’s day 
Permitting overweight and spillage 
Fishing without a license 
Runaway 
Neglect of family 
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Regulation 
Environmental Regulation Offences 
Immigration Regulation Offences 
Quarantine Offences 
Import/Export Regulations 
Procure or Commit Illegal Abortion 
Miscellaneous Offences,  

Non-support 
Threatening 
Hunting offences 
Present where gaming implements 
are found 
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10. Appendix B 

The table below includes the response options from specific items from the risk 

assessment tools that are included in Study 3.  

 
Assessment 
Tool  

Item Detail Response Options 

Elementary School 
maladjustment (K-8th grade, 
regardless of age in 8th 
grade) 

- No problems 
- Slight or moderate (minor discipline or 
attendance) 
- Severe problems (frequent disruptive 
behaviour and/or attendance or behaviour 
resulting in expulsion or serious 
suspensions)  

VRAG  
 

Marital Status (does not 
include same sex 
relationship) 

- Ever married or lived common law in same 
home for 6 months) 
- Never Married 
 

Victim of Child Abuse (prior 
to age 17, includes physical 
abuse, neglect and 
witnessing domestic 
violence) 

- yes 
- maybe  
- no 

Substance Use Problems 
(Serious problem means 
overdose, illness, arrest or 
job loss because of illicit 
drugs or misuse of licit 
drugs)  

- yes 
- maybe  
- no 

SVR-20 
 

Relationship Problems 
(quality, not length of 
marriage, includes same sex 
relationship) 

- yes 
- maybe  
- no 
 
 

PCL-R PCLR Score 0-40 
 
 

MnSOST-R 
 

Employment history (12 
months prior to arrest for 
instant offence) (seasonal 
work counts as stable, be 
conservative with 
‘disability’)  
 
 

- Stable employment for one year or longer 
prior to arrest  
- Homemaker, retired, full-time student, or 
disabled/ unable to work 
- Part-time, seasonal, unstable 
employment..0 
- Unemployed or significant history of 
unemployment 
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Pattern of substantial drug or 
alcohol abuse (only count 12 
months prior to the index 
offence) 

- yes 
- no 

Is there evidence of 
adolescent antisocial 
behaviour in the file? (12-17 
years, use all credible 
information) 
 

- No indication 
- Some relatively isolated antisocial acts 
- Persistent, repetitive pattern 

Emotional Congruence with 
Children 

- Generally Applies 
- Partially Applies 
- Does Not Apply 

SRA 
 

Sexual Pre-occupation (use 
all credible information) 

- Generally Applies 
- Partially Applies 
- Does Not Apply 
 

Any Male Victims -  - yes 
- no 

Any Unrelated Victims – 
(related means sufficiently 
close that marriage would be 
prohibited – parent, 
grandparent, sibling, uncle, 
1st cousin, in-law, step.  
Don’t count if live-in step-
relation less than 2 years) 

- yes 
- no 
 

Static 99 
 

Any stranger victims- - yes 
- no 
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