
Counting Repeat Sex Offenders - WSJ.com

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

Subscribe Log InU.S. EDITION Friday, January 25, 2008

Comments (3) MORE IN US »

Available to WSJ.com Subscribers

Seib & Wessel  Politics & Policy  Washington Wire  Fiscal Cliff  Economy  San Francisco Bay Area  WSJ/NBC News Poll  Journal Reports  

Columns & Blogs

1 of 12

Colleges Lose
Pricing Power

2 of 12

What Lance Wants
From Oprah

3 of 12

Rove: A GOP
Strategy for the
Debt-Ceiling Fight

He
Hu  

THE NUMBERS GUY January 25, 2008

Underreporting Clouds Attempt to
Count Repeat Sex Offenders

By CARL BIALIK

LIKE THIS COLUMNIST Like
68

Article

Deutsche Bank Profits Big From Libor
Bets

New Rules Set for Lenders

Herbalife
Showdown Spotlights
New Wall Street

Obama Aide Is

Home World U.S. New York Business Tech Markets Market Data Opinion Life & Culture Real Estate Careers

TOP STORIES IN

WSJ

Numbers Guy Blog

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
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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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