Improving prediction of sex offender recidivism: A proposed study

Attention isincreasingly being paid to sex offender management. Most Canadian penitentiaries now
have sex offender treatment programs. Increasingly broad support and control measures are being
established to help reintegrate these offenders into society, and the appropriate period of incarceration
for dangerous sex offendersis currently being debated. In short, there is a great need for a better

under standing of the variables associated with sex offender recidivism.

This article sets out the framework for a proposed comprehensive study of sex offender recidivism. The
first phase has already been approved by a Correctional Service of Canada Regional Research
Committee (Quebec) and is under way at the Service's Regional Reception Centre (Quebec). Objectives
The proposed study consists of two phases. The first phase will attempt to identify groups of factors that
characterize various types of sex offenders, while the second phase will involve long-term offender
follow-up to determine recidivism rates for each type of sex offender. All sex offenders who recidivate
will also be reassessed to identify the factors that led to their recidivism.

This study will be valuable because it will examine awide range of variables, several of which have
never before been considered in recidivism-related cluster analyses. The study will also examine several
personal variables (such as personality disorders, psychopathy and deviant sexual preferences) that,
unlike the static recidivism predictors used in the past, can be used as intervention targets within
treatment programs.(2)

Finally, we hope that this study will make it possible to develop atool for predicting sex offender
recidivism. Recidivism variables The variables associated with recidivism can be divided into four
categories:

. crimina history (both sex and non-sex offences);
. current offence;

. personal characteristics; and

. treatment.

A review of the relevant literature reveals that, although numerous studies have examined criminal
history and current offence characteristicsin relation to recidivism, few have examined the relationship
between personal and treatment variables and recidivism.

Y et, these variables (unlike criminal history variables) can be the focus of therapeutic intervention.
Future studies should, therefore, give priority to these variables.

Past research on personal characteristics has also focused on alimited number of factors. Further, several
of these studies used instruments that do not meet current psychometric standards or tests that may not be
appropriate for use with sexual aggressors.(3)

It is, therefore, necessary to study the personal characteristics of sex offenders (in combination with other
variables) to improve our ability to identify their risk of recidivism. The proposed study will deal



primarily with four categories of personal characteristic variables that may have the potential to predict
recidivism:

. persona and family history;
« psychometric data;

. phallometric data; and

« pre-crime phase data.

The selection of these variables was based on current sexual aggression theories.(4 The psychometric
Instruments to be used were selected for their validity and specificity in the area of sexual aggression.
Study sample The study sample will include all sex offenders (rapists, pedophiles, hebephiles and incest
offenders) assessed during their stay at the Regional Reception Centre (Quebec) between February 1995
and January 1997. Based on datafor 1993, it is estimated that the total sample will number
approximately 450.

The offenders will be categorized according to the age and gender of their victims. Therefore, sex
offenders who assaulted women older than 18 will be classified as rapists, those who assaulted pre-
pubescent children will be classified as pedophiles, those who assaulted pubescent children younger than
18 will be classified as hebephiles (if there was at |east a five-year age difference between the aggressor
and the victim), and those who assaulted their own children will be classified as incest offenders.
Measurement instruments Offender sexual preferences will be assessed using penile plethysmography.()
The personality characteristics to be assessed relate to psychopathology and certain cognitive and
affective variables. Finally, the research team has devel oped a computerized questionnaire to collect data
relating to criminal history, current offence, and persona and family history. Procedure In Quebec, all
sex offenders sentenced to two or more years are sent to the Regional Reception Centre. During their stay
in thisinstitution, they are assessed by members of the psychology section. All sex offenders who are
assessed will be asked to participate in a study on recidivism variables and those who agree must sign a
consent form.

Each participating offender will then meet with a research assistant who will, after reviewing the
offender'sfile, interview him to obtain any missing criminal history, current offence and personal/family
history information. The research assistant will also give the offender psychometric tests that must be
completed in aconfidential setting.

During the second phase of the study, recidivism data will be collected annually. Recidivism will be
broken down into sexual recidivism, violent non-sexual recidivism, and non-violent non-sexual
recidivism. Further, every offender who returns to the Regiona Reception Centre after recidivating will
be interviewed by aresearch assistant to gather information on the pre-crime phase and their new
offence. Analytical strategy The first analytical step will be to perform descriptive and comparative
studies of the offenders for all study variables. This should help to identify general sex offender
characteristics. A variety of comparative analyses will then be carried out, using severa variables at a
time, to pinpoint the characteristics specific to particular sub-groups of sex offenders.



The next step will involve analyzing the statistical relationships among criminal history, current offence,
personal characteristics (personal/family history, psychometric and phallometric data, and pre-crime
phase data), and past treatment.

Thefirst phase will conclude with a study of the development of sexual delinquency to identify the
developmental processesin the criminal histories of sex offenders.

After afew years, it will be possible to carry out the second phase of the study and examine recidivism.
We will be able to examine the relationships between study variables and offender recidivism, the length
of time offenders remain in the community without recidivating, the type of recidivism, and the
seriousness of the recidivism (such as number of victims and the degree of violence used). Multiple and
logistic regression analysis and survival analysis will be used at this time.(6)

We hope that the results of this research will make it possible to create predictive tools for use with sex
offenders. At the very leadt, this research should significantly increase our knowledge of the factors
associated with sex offender recidivism and, therefore, improve treatment methods.

(DP.O. Box 6128, Postal Station Centre Ville, Montreal, Quebec H3C 3J7. Please note that only the first
phase of this study, the identification of factors characterizing various types of sex offenders, has been
approved by the Regional Research Committee. Further approval must be obtained before the second
phase of the study can begin.
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