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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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INTERNET SEXUAL OFFENDERS 
 
Question:  How often do men who commit 
sexual offences online also commit contact 
sexual offences? 
 
Background:  The widespread use of the 
internet has lead to public concern about 
individuals using this new technology to 
commit sexual offences. In recent years, 
laws have been introduced to protect 
children from online sexual exploitation, 
and increasing numbers of online sexual 
offenders are being processed by the 
criminal justice system.  
 
The most common sexual offences 
committed online are related to the 
possession and distribution of child 
pornography, or soliciting youth for in-
person sexual contact. There has been 
considerable debate about whether the 
internet has created a new type of sexual 
offender, or whether internet sexual 
offenders are simply typical sexual 
offenders using the current technology. In 
particular, to what extent are online sexual 
offenders at risk for committing offline, 
contact sexual offences? 
 
The previous research on this topic has 
yielded mixed results. One early study found 
that almost all online offenders admitted to 
contact sexual offences. The offenders in 
this study, however, were drawn from one 
specific treatment program and may not be 
representative of more typical samples. 

Other studies have found that online sexual 
offenders rarely had convictions for contact 
sexual offences. Consequently, the extent of 
contact with victims by online offenders 
remained uncertain. 
 
Method:  A comprehensive literature 
review was conducted of contact sexual 
offending by men with online sexual 
offences. The first part of this review 
considered the proportion of online 
offenders who had already committed a 
contact sexual offences at the time of their 
conviction for the internet sex crime (4,697 
offenders from 24 samples). The second part 
examined the rate of sexual  recidivism of 
men who had been convicted of an online 
sexual offence (2,630 offenders from 9 
samples). The results were analyzed using 
standard methods for summarizing data from 
different studies (meta-analysis). 
 
Answer:  The first meta-analysis found that 
approximately 1 in 8 online offenders (12%) 
have an officially known contact sexual 
offence history at the time of their index 
offence. The proportion was higher in 
studies that included self-reported offences.  
Approximately one in two (55%) online 
offenders admitted to a contact sexual 
offence in the six studies that had self-report 
data (N = 523). The one study described 
earlier in which most online offenders 
reported contact offences was identified as a 
statistical outlier. In other words, it was not 
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representative of the results found in other 
studies using similar research methods. 
 
The second meta-analysis revealed that 
4.6% of online offenders committed a new 
sexual offence of some kind during a 1.5 to 
6-year follow-up; 2.0% committed a contact 
sexual offence and 3.4% committed a new 
child pornography offence. The total (4.6%) 
is less than the sum because some offenders 
committed both contact and child 
pornography offences. Overall, these rates 
are meaningfully lower than the rates of 
sexual recidivism found among typical 
sexual offenders (approximately 10% after 5 
years).  
 
The results of the two quantitative reviews 
suggest that many online offenders resemble 
typical sexual offenders. The results also 
suggest that there may be a distinct 
subgroup of online-only offenders who pose 
relatively low risk of committing contact 
sexual offences in the future. 
 
Policy Implications: 
 
1. Correctional policies for online sexual 

offenders should be primarily based on 
their known offences, not on their risk 
for contact sexual offending. The 
overall risk of contact sexual offending 
among online sexual offenders is low, 
being roughly the same as the risk of  
sexual crime among  general offenders 
(i.e., offenders with no prior 
convictions for sexual offences). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Given that approximately half of online 
sexual offenders have histories of 
contact sexual offending, policies for 
online sexual offenders should be 
responsive to their likelihood of contact 
sexual offending. Some online 
offenders will benefit from the 
specialized treatment and supervision 
normally accorded to typical sexual 
offenders. However, many are very low 
risk to commit a contact sexual offence; 
consequently, directing intensive 
services towards these offenders may 
not be the best use of limited resources. 

3. Specialized risk assessment procedures 
need to be developed for online sexual 
offenders. Most of the existing sexual 
offender risk assessment tools assume a 
real, identifiable victim, and cannot be 
applied to offenders whose only 
offences involves virtual images.   
Furthermore, the low sexual recidivism 
rates of online offenders suggests that 
existing risk assessment tools would 
over-estimate the risk of sexual 
recidivism among online offenders. 

 
 Source: Seto, M.C., Hanson, R. K., & 
Babchishin, K. M. (2011). Contact sexual 
offending by men with online sexual offenses. 
Sexual Abuse: A Journal of Research and 
Treatment, 23, 124-145. 
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