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Not surprisingly, women, like their male counterparts, tend to under acknowledge, if at all,
their sexual offending behaviour. Allen (1991) first reported that male sexual offenders (MSO) are
more likely to take responsibility for their offending behavior than female sexual offenders (FSO).
More recently, Johansson-Love and Fremouw (2009), comparing FSO and MSO on several aspects,
also observed that a larger proportion of FSO do not acknowledge their sexual crimes compared to
MSO. Yet, no one has specifically investigated why this may be the case. While acknowledgment of
offending behavior is not a predictor for sexual reoffending, at least in males (Hanson & MortonBourgon, 2005), it appears to play an important role in treatment success (Endres & Breuer, 2012;
Saradjian, 1996). Hence, a better understanding of women’s views of their offending behavior would
not only help improve our understanding of women who sexually offend, but also improve their
treatment.
The goals of the current study were to examine the nature of the explanations offender by
women of their sexually offending behavior, and whether they are gender-neutral (i.e., like those of
men found in the literature), gender-specific, or a combination of both. Participants were 32 women
incarcerated in France for sexual offenses, 28 of whom had assaulted children. Sentences varied from
two and a half years to life. The data were collected using semi-structured interviews and file reviews.
The interviews were conducted using life map calendar techniques, and covered various aspects of
the participants’ lives during a specified period based on a life course perspective. The initial
instructions to the participants were open-ended (“What is the biggest event that took place in this
period, positive or negative?”). When necessary, specific themes were suggested (“How did you feel
about that (event)?”). A thematic analysis of the interview results was conducted to identify the
themes found in the women’s explanations for their offending behavior.
Preliminary results suggest three gender-neutral levels of acknowledgement of offending
behavior by women: recognition that the abuse occurred; recognition of their involvement in the
abuse; and recognition of their personal agency in the offending behavior. Not surprisingly, most of
the women interviewed (30/32) demonstrated at least one of these themes in their discourse. The
analysis revealed two additional themes underlying these explanations. The first theme, called
“Positive me’, tend to create a positive self-concept of woman as if that compensated, at least partly,
for their offending behavior. For example, one sub-theme was gender-specific in that it emphasized
the woman’s qualities as a mother, wife or woman. The second theme, called “Victim Me”, emphasized
how the woman viewed herself as the victim of external causes. Given the similarity with
explanations provided by men, this second theme appeared to be gender-neutral. These findings
suggest that, just like many other findings with women who sexually offend, both gender-specific and
gender-neutral elements are at play when women talk about their sexual offenses. Implications for
interventions and future research will be discussed.
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