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What is the best way to measure recidivism
rates, and what should be measured? Do the
numbers justify registries and neighbor
notification? Share your thoughts in the
Numbers Guy Blog.

Conventional wisdom says people released after serving time for sex crimes are
likely to strike again. The numbers aren't as certain.

Among convicted criminals released from prison, sex offenders released from
prison are less likely to be arrested for any new crime than most other offenders,
with the notable exception of murderers, researchers say. Child molesters' rate of
recidivism is at least as low as the group of sex offenders taken as a whole.
Abusers of children within their own family have a lower rate still.

"The observed rate of sexual offenders'
recidivism is much lower than
commonly believed," says R. Karl
Hanson, senior research officer at
Public Safety Canada, who has studied
the issue for decades. When he
speaks to groups, including police
officers or therapists, and asks them to
estimate the observed rate of sex-

crime re-offense, he typically hears numbers such as 70% to 90%. But his review
of available research in Canada and the U.S. finds the typical rate is 25% to 30%
over 20 years.

One reason for the numerical confusion may be that supporters of sex-offender
registries who say sex offenders are more likely than not to re-offend are
considering the rate of repeat sex offenses of sex criminals compared with the rate
of sex offenses of prisoners released for other crimes. Sex criminals are less likely
to be arrested for another crime of any type, but they commit more sex crimes
than other groups of criminals. (In general, criminals are more likely to commit
crimes in their category than are criminals from other categories.)

All these numbers need to be approached with some skepticism. There also are
time limitations to many of the studies, which typically stop tracking the rate of

Email Print

SEARCH

Visited 01/10/2013

http://online.wsj.com/home-page
http://online.wsj.com/home-page
https://buy.wsj.com/offers/html/offerOns.html?trackCode=aap5c9s3
http://ad.doubleclick.net/click;h=v8/3d66/0/0/%2a/c;242133462;0-0;12;15067483;28942-377/50;51152753/51122111/1;u=null**377x50****227,13478,12592,13226;~okv=;u=null**377x50****227,13478,12592,13226;p39=227;p39=13478;p39=12592;p39=13226;;mc=b2pfreezone_super;tile=1;sz=377x50;;bsg=127506;bsg=5844043;bsg=6913843;bsg=5848483;bsg=8835163;bsg=5837683;bsg=8852923;bsg=5046403;bsg=9094003;bsg=5984203;bsg=8911243;bsg=5848723;bsg=9081283;bsg=5843323;bsg=5014003;bsg=5842363;bsg=5841403;bsg=5845843;bsg=6219883;bsg=6186883;bsg=5843923;bsg=5848363;bsg=8932123;bsg=6402283;bsg=5844523;bsg=6223963;bsg=10289323;bsg=5842603;bsg=6935563;bsg=6588163;bsg=5845123;bsg=8906683;bsg=267;~aopt=2/0/a5/0;~sscs=%3fhttp://ad.doubleclick.net/clk;264543049;11024269;b?https://buy.wsj.com/offers/html/offerOns.html?trackCode=aap5c9rr
http://online.wsj.com/public/page/news-world-business.html

http://www.wsjselect.com?mod=djm_prpl_hsad1_wsjdn_wsjselect_14dec12/
http://online.wsj.com/public/page/seib-wessel.html
http://online.wsj.com/public/page/news-politics-campaign.html
http://blogs.wsj.com/washwire/
http://online.wsj.com/public/page/fiscal-cliff.html
http://online.wsj.com/public/page/news-economy.html
http://online.wsj.com/public/page/news-san-francisco-bay-area.html
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052748704005404576177173332341778.html
http://online.wsj.com/public/page/news-wall-street-journal-reports.html
http://online.wsj.com/public/page/news-opinion-analysis-columns.html
http://online.wsj.com/
http://live.wsj.com/
http://live.wsj.com/
http://www.marketwatch.com/
http://www.marketwatch.com/
http://online.barrons.com/home
http://online.barrons.com/home
http://allthingsd.com/
http://allthingsd.com/
http://global.factiva.com/du/factiva.aspx
http://global.factiva.com/du/factiva.aspx
https://djrc.portal.dowjones.com/
https://djrc.portal.dowjones.com/
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424127887324442304578231922159602676.html?mod=us_most_pop_newsreel
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424127887324442304578231922159602676.html?mod=us_most_pop_newsreel
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424127887324442304578231922159602676.html?mod=us_most_pop_newsreel
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424127887324581504578231921090784576.html?mod=us_most_pop_newsreel
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424127887324581504578231921090784576.html?mod=us_most_pop_newsreel
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424127887324581504578231921090784576.html?mod=us_most_pop_newsreel
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424127887324581504578231672194516556.html?mod=us_most_pop_newsreel
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424127887324581504578231672194516556.html?mod=us_most_pop_newsreel
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424127887324581504578231672194516556.html?mod=us_most_pop_newsreel
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424127887324581504578231672194516556.html?mod=us_most_pop_newsreel
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424127887324581504578231992515350884.html?mod=us_most_pop_newsreel
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424127887324581504578231992515350884.html?mod=us_most_pop_newsreel
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424127887324581504578231992515350884.html?mod=us_most_pop_newsreel
http://online.wsj.com/public/search?article-doc-type=%7BThe+Numbers+Guy%7D&HEADER_TEXT=the+numbers+guy
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424127887324442304578231721272636626.html?mod=WSJ_article_forsub
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424127887324442304578231721272636626.html?mod=WSJ_article_forsub
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424127887324442304578232083386220100.html?mod=WSJ_article_forsub
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424127887324081704578231522781739266.html?mod=WSJ_article_forsub
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424127887324081704578231522781739266.html?mod=WSJ_article_forsub
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424127887324081704578231522781739266.html?mod=WSJ_article_forsub
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424127887324081704578231522781739266.html?mod=WSJ_article_forsub
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424127887324081704578231594235065054.html?mod=WSJ_article_forsub
http://online.wsj.com/home-page?mod=WSJ_topnav_home_main
http://online.wsj.com/public/page/news-global-world.html?mod=WSJ_topnav_world_main
http://online.wsj.com/public/page/news-world-business.html?mod=WSJ_topnav_us_main
http://online.wsj.com/public/page/new-york-main.html?mod=WSJ_topnav_newyork_main
http://online.wsj.com/public/page/news-business-us.html?mod=WSJ_topnav_business_main
http://online.wsj.com/public/page/news-tech-technology.html?mod=WSJ_topnav_tech_main
http://online.wsj.com/public/page/news-financial-markets-stock.html?mod=WSJ_topnav_markets_main
http://online.wsj.com/mdc/page/marketsdata.html?mod=WSJ_topnav_marketdata_main
http://online.wsj.com/public/page/news-opinion-commentary.html?mod=WSJ_topnav_opinion_main
http://online.wsj.com/public/page/news-lifestyle-arts-entertainment.html?mod=WSJ_topnav_lifeculture_main
http://online.wsj.com/public/page/news-real-estate-homes.html?mod=WSJ_topnav_realestate_main
http://online.wsj.com/public/page/news-career-jobs.html?mod=WSJ_topnav_careers_main
http://blogs.wsj.com/numbersguy/how-likely-are-sex-offenders-to-repeat-their-crimes-258/#comments
http://blogs.wsj.com/numbersguy/how-likely-are-sex-offenders-to-repeat-their-crimes-258/#comments
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)
javascript:void(0)


Counting Repeat Sex Offenders - WSJ.com

http://online.wsj.com/article/SB120122376053515485.html[1/10/2013 4:46:53 PM]

Recent Columns

1. Colleges Lose Pricing Power

2. What Lance Wants From Oprah

3. Opinion: Rove: A GOP Strategy for the Debt-Ceiling
Fight

4. Opinion: Henninger: Hurricane Christie

Don't Miss

Most Popular in US
Colleges Lose Pricing Power

What Lance Wants From Oprah

Rove: A GOP Strategy for the Debt-Ceiling Fight

Henninger: Hurricane Christie

Biden Says Gun-Safety Consensus Is Emerging

Don't Let Math Pull the Wool Over Your Eyes

Statistical Habits to Add, or Subtract, in 2013

Measuring Fertility Rates Isn't Child's Play

About Carl Bialik

Carl is a former technology reporter for the Online Journal who
lives in London. In addition to the Numbers Guy, he writes daily
about sports numbers on WSJ.com. Carl has a degree in
mathematics and physics from Yale University.

Email: numbersguy@wsj.com

More in US
Biden Says Gun-Safety Consensus Is Emerging

Obama Makes Lew Pick Official

Geithner to Stay on Job Through Jan. 25

'Cliff' Deal Seen Hitting Growth

Writer Evan S. Connell Dies

Most Popular

Treasury Pick

[?]

How to Survive a

Random Gunman's

Attack

Putin Grants

Gerard Depardieu

Russian Citizenship

Dramatic Movie

Role Body

Transformations

Read Emailed Video Commented

repeat offenses after just three to five years. Pooling all sex crimes together also
muddles the picture, as different types of criminals -- say, rapists, child molesters,
exhibitionists -- show very different behavior after release from prison. And looming
over all of this is the unknown of what proportion of sex crimes go unreported --
particularly within families, a major source of child sexual abuse.

Tracking outcomes for years after release is expensive and slow to show results.
The Bureau of Justice Statistics has the most thorough recent U.S. study, covering
more than 9,000 male sex offenders released in 15 states in 1994. The study
found that sex criminals were less likely to be reconvicted over the following three
years than the group of all released prisoners -- 24% compared with 47%. Child
molesters had a lower rate, of 20.4%.

The study hasn't been updated, says co-author Matthew Durose, a statistician with
the bureau, because "given the time required to collect criminal history information
from offenders, it's not something that can be done on a more regular basis." As a
result, there are little data measuring the effect of the past decade's spate of state
measures, such as sex-offender registries and laws keeping convicted sex
offenders a certain distance from schools.

Also, a short period of follow-up -- such as the three years of the U.S. government
study -- is especially susceptible to unreported crimes, Dr. Hanson says.

Counting crimes that go unreported is, of course, paradoxical. One approach is to
extrapolate a true crime rate from victimization surveys and compare that with
reported crime, typically finding that roughly 90% of sex crimes go unreported.
Some put the estimate even higher.

Allison Taylor, executive director of the Texas Council on Sex Offender Treatment,
says underreporting is especially prevalent with sexual assault within a family.

At the core of this numbers controversy, as with many others, lies a debate over
definitions. "One of the main problems with recidivism studies is that all studies
measure it differently and define it differently," says Karen J. Terry, a criminologist
at John Jay College in New York.

One long-term study of sex offenders from Canada measured recidivism seven
ways. The highest rate, 88.3%, included prior, undetected sexual offenses
confessed by first-time convicts. "But you don't know what the effect is going to be
of getting caught," Prof. Terry notes.

Most researchers agree crimes committed after a first brush with law enforcement
count as recidivism, detected or not. But Ohio Northern University criminologist
Keith Durkin points to anonymous surveys in which sex offenders admit to as
many undetected offenses as the number for which they have been caught. He
views 50% as a conservative estimate for recidivism.

The debate over an all-encompassing number obscures the wide variance in
different people's risk of repeating sex crimes, depending on the nature of their
first crime and other factors. Young, violent offenders who suffer from mental
illness, use alcohol or drugs and target very young victims outside their family
pose the biggest risk.

Several states, including Texas, analyze their released sex offenders using
actuarial tools to determine who is in greatest need of follow-up. "What we really
want to identify is the 10% of the sexual-offense population that is truly predatory,"
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