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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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PREDICTING RECIDIVISM WITH ABORIGINAL OFFENDERS 

 
 
Question: Do the Central Eight risk/need  
factors predict recidivism with Aboriginal 
offenders? 
 
Background: Offender risk assessment 
involves judgements of the relevance of 
certain characteristics to future criminal 
behaviour. Research has established eight 
theoretically-based risk/need factors (i.e., 
the Central Eight) that have shown to be 
predictive of recidivism with a variety of 
offender types (e.g., youth, sex offender, 
mentally disordered) and outcomes (e.g., 
general, violent, sexual recidivism). These 
eight factors include: criminal history, 
procriminal attitudes, procriminal associates, 
antisocial personality pattern, 
employment/education, family/marital, 
substance abuse, and leisure/recreation. 
 
The development of actuarial risk 
assessment instruments has been based 
largely on Caucasian male offenders. In 
Canada, risk assessment instruments 
developed on non-Aboriginal male offenders 
are, for the most part, also administered to 
Aboriginal offenders. Critics have suggested 
that using these instruments may introduce a 
cultural bias that may negatively and 
unfairly affect the assessment of risk with 
Aboriginal offenders, who are over-
represented in the offender population. 
 
Although individual studies assessing the 
ability of risk assessment instruments (e.g., 
Level of Service Inventory scales, 

Community Risk/Needs Assessment) to 
predict recidivism with Aboriginal offenders 
have demonstrated promising findings, there 
is a need to understand the major risk/need 
factors and their relevance to Aboriginal 
offenders at a more general and theoretical 
level.  
 
Until now, this research has been largely 
narrative and qualitative in nature. The 
present review is a quantitative and 
theoretically-founded examination of 
whether the Central Eight predicts 
recidivism with Aboriginal offenders and, if 
so, how their validity compares to when they 
are applied to non-Aboriginal offenders. 
 
Method: A comprehensive review of the 
literature (including published and 
unpublished research) on the ability of the 
Central Eight risk/need factors to predict 
recidivism (both general and violent) with 
Aboriginal offenders was conducted. The 
search yielded 44 useable sources of data, 
representing 49 independent Aboriginal 
samples (drawn from 32 reports/articles and 
12 datasets). The total sample size of 
Aboriginal offenders in this review was N = 
57,315. 
 
Answer: All of the Central Eight risk/need 
factors significantly predicted both general 
and violent recidivism with Aboriginal 
offenders. The best predictors for general 
recidivism were criminal history, antisocial 
personality pattern and procriminal 
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ATTITUDES SUPPORTIVE OF SEX OFFENDING  
PREDICT RECIDIVISM 

 
 
Question:  Do attitudes supportive of sex 
offending predict recidivism among sexual 
offenders?  
 
Background:  Effectively managing the risk 
posed by sexual offenders requires an 
understanding of the factors related to 
offending. In the general psychology 
literature, attitudes predict behaviour, but 
not as strongly as some people believe. 
Consequently, it is important to know how 
well assessments of attitudes predict risk 
among sexual offenders.  
 
Previous research has found that procriminal 
attitudes predict recidivism among general 
offenders, but much remains unknown. 
Attitudes supportive of sex offending, in 
particular, may be hard to assess because of 
the strong social stigma associated with this 
type of crime.  
 
Another challenge is that “attitudes” mean 
different things to different people. Even 
researchers have not been consistent in what 
they mean by the term. A study was 
undertaken that focused on the relatively 
enduring beliefs that sexual offending is 
acceptable (e.g., children are not harmed by 
sex with adults; some women like to be 
raped). Excluded in the study were post-hoc 
justifications for offence behaviour that are 
meant to deny or minimize offenders’ 

criminal responsibility (e.g., I didn’t mean to 
do it, I was drunk). 
 
Attitudes related to sexual offences have 
played a key part in most theories of sexual 
offending and are commonly targeted in 
treatment. Knowing which attitudes are most 
problematic could improve assessment and 
treatment practices. 
 
Method:  A comprehensive literature 
review was conducted, identifying 45 
studies that examined the relationship 
between one or more measure of attitudes 
tolerant of sex offending and sexual 
recidivism. These studies, involving 13,782 
sexual offenders, were statistically 
combined. Different types of attitudes (e.g., 
specific measures, attitudes towards child 
molestation, rape attitudes), different types 
of sex offenders (child molesters and 
rapists), different types of recidivism 
(sexual, violent, and general), and different 
assessment times (pre-treatment or post-
treatment) were examined. 
 
Answer:  Attitudes supportive of sexual 
offending predicted sexual recidivism and, 
to a lesser extent, violent and general 
recidivism. Attitudes assessed prior to 
treatment predicted just as well as when 
offenders were assessed after treatment.  
 
 

ISSN 1916-4009



RESEARCH SUMMARY  Vol. 18, No. 2 

March 2013  2 
 

Rape attitudes did not predict as well as 
attitudes related to child molestation. 
Furthermore, all sex offence attitudes 
predicted better for child molesters than for 
rapists. In general, the best prediction was 
found when the attitudes matched the 
offence history (child molester attitudes with 
child molesters; rape attitudes with rapists).  
 
Finally, the study found that although both 
self-report and professional ratings predicted 
recidivism, the professional ratings 
predicted better. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

Policy Implications: 
 
1. Attitudes supportive of sexual 

offending are a psychologically 
meaningful risk factor for sexual 
recidivism and should be targeted in the 
assessment and treatment of sexual 
offenders. 

 
2. Practitioners should be attentive to the 

specific types of attitudes that are 
linked to the offender’s particular 
pattern of offending. 

 
3. There are opportunities for public 

health interventions by targeting 
attitudes supportive of sexual offending 
(e.g., social marketing tailored toward 
high risk groups). 
 
 
 
 

Source:  Helmus, L., Hanson, R. K., Babchishin, 
K. M., & Mann, R. E. (2013). Attitudes 
supportive of sexual offending predict 
recidivism: A meta-analysis. Trauma, Violence, 
and Abuse, 14, 34-53. 
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