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WHAT WORKS FOR SEXUAL OFFENDERS? 

Question: Do the principles of effective 
intervention for general offenders also apply 
to treatments for sexual offenders? 
 
Background:  Although there is general 
agreement that certain forms of intervention 
can effectively reduce the recidivism rates of 
general offenders, there is less agreement 
about the effectiveness of treatment for 
sexual offenders. Sex offenders are often 
considered to have unique characteristics 
(e.g., sexual deviance), which may be 
particularly hard to change or manage. 
 
For general offenders, the interventions that 
have proved to be the most successful are 
those that follow the principles of risk, need 
and responsivity (RNR). The risk principle 
states that the most resources should be 
directed to the offenders with the highest 
risk of recidivism, with little or no 
interventions for the lowest risk offenders. 
The need principle directs intervention 
toward factors related to recidivism risk 
(criminogenic needs), and the responsivity 
principle tells treatment providers to adapt 
interventions to the personal learning style 
of the offenders. 
 
The validity of the RNR principles for 
general offenders has been documented in a 
large number of studies and reviews. 
Previous reviews of the sexual offender  

treatment studies have noted different results 
for different treatments. The current review 
examined the extent to which this variation 
in treatment outcome can be explained by 
adherence to the RNR principles.  
 
Method:  A thorough review of the sexual 
offender treatment literature was conducted, 
identifying 23 studies that met basic criteria 
for research quality. The effectiveness of 
treatment was measured by comparing the 
recidivism rates of treated and untreated 
offenders. Each treatment was then coded by 
an independent, impartial rater as to the 
extent to which it adhered to the RNR 
principles.  
 
Answer:  Across all treatments, the 
recidivism rates for the treated offenders 
was lower than the rates for the comparison 
groups for both sexual recidivism (11% 
versus 19%, sample size of 6,746) and 
general recidivism (32% versus 48%, 
sample size of 4,801). 
 
The treatments that were most effective 
were those that adhered to the RNR 
principles of effective corrections. On 
average, the treatments that followed all 
three principles showed recidivism rates that 
were less than half the recidivism rates for 
the comparison groups. In contrast, the  
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THE DEVELOPMENT OF ABORIGINAL CHRONIC 
OFFENDING 

 
Question: Do Aboriginal offenders follow 
a similar path to chronic offending as Non-
Aboriginal offenders? 

Background: There is a body of research 
that shows that criminal behaviour may 
follow a number of different routes. One 
path may be transient and begins with 
adolescents engaging in relatively minor 
antisocial acts that all but disappear in 
adulthood. Another path is characterized 
as beginning in childhood, escalating 
significantly in adolescence and 
continuing through much of adulthood. 
The offences committed during the course 
of this pathway are also more serious. This 
second pathway has been labeled in 
different ways by researchers but the 
labels all commonly refer to a chronic and 
high frequency pattern of offending. 

Although chronic offenders represent the 
minority of offenders (see Research 
Summary Vol. 13, No. 3), their high 
frequency and seriousness of offending is 
a special concern because of the 
disproportionate amount of resources 
directed to them by the criminal justice 
system. In general, almost all of the 
research on chronic offenders has been 
conducted on Caucasian offenders. In 
Canada, however, Aboriginal offenders 
are not only over-represented in prison 
populations nationally but in some of the 
Prairie Provinces, Aboriginal offenders 

constitute the majority of the incarcerated 
population.  

Thus far, there have been no studies 
investigating the offending trajectories of 
Aboriginal offenders. Can Aboriginal 
offending be described by two general 
pathways as it has been done with Non-
Aboriginal offending? Are the factors 
associated with chronic offending similar? 
These questions have remained 
unanswered.   

Method: A random sample of 439 young 
offenders between the ages of 12 and 
19 years was drawn from a Prairie 
province. The young offenders were under 
community supervision between 1986 and 
1991 with 53% of the sample being 
Aboriginal. For these young offenders a 
range of information was gathered 
including personal-demographic, criminal 
history and risk factors. This sample was 
then followed into adulthood (ages 26 – 
30 years) and their involvement in 
criminal activity, or lack of, was charted.  

Various statistical procedures were applied 
to test whether or not the development of 
chronic offending for the Aboriginal 
offenders was similar to the Non-
Aboriginal offenders. 

 Answer: The majority of the offenders, 
approximately 85%, showed low rates of 
offending with less serious crimes over the 
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course of the follow-up. For this group, 
there was a slight decline in criminal 
activity after the age of 26 years. 

A minority of the sample, approximately 
15%, demonstrated a chronic high level of 
offending. The proportion of chronic 
offenders was similar for both Aboriginal 
and Non-Aboriginal offenders.  

An analysis of risk factors associated with 
the chronic offending pathway for both 
Aboriginal and Non-Aboriginal offenders 
found few differences. However, 
substance abuse, family problems and 
associating with criminals was more 
salient for the chronic Aboriginal group. 
Frequent address changes was a risk factor 
for the Non-Aboriginal chronic group. 

Policy Implications: 
1. As found with Non-Aboriginal 

offenders, there is also a small group 
of chronic Aboriginal offenders who 
commit serious crimes and over a long 
course of time. Resources and 
interventions should focus on this 

chronic group in order to have the 
largest returns in community safety. 

2. The development of chronic offending 
starts at a young age. In this study, it 
was evident at as early as age 12 years 
but likely begins even earlier. 
Identifying these children early and 
appropriately intervening could yield 
significant long term benefits.  

3. A number of risk factors for chronic 
offending were identified. Association 
with other delinquents, substance 
abuse and family problems may serve 
as warning signs for future behaviour. 
Services in Aboriginal communities 
should be directed to address these risk 
factors and stem the possibility of 
following a chronic offending 
trajectory.  

 
Source: Yessine, A. K. & Bonta, J. (2009).  
The offending trajectories of youthful 
Aboriginal offenders. Canadian Journal of 
Criminology and Criminal Justice, 51,
435-472 .
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