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Sexual offending is a significant, complex and disturbing problem. Our communities
deserve evidence-based laws, policies, public education and behavioral interventions that
enhance community safety and minimize the risk of an individual sexually re-offending.
Given the complexity of the problem, the prevention of sexual victimization necessitates
coordinated efforts using multiple strategies.
Sex offense specific treatment is one component of a comprehensive approach to prevent
sexual offending. Research over the last few decades has substantially improved our
ability to identify those offenders who are at highest risk to re-offend. In addition,
research has generated new insights as to how to customize treatment programs and
allocate resources to most effectively reduce sexual offense recidivism and increase
community safety.
DEFINITION OF SEX OFFENSE SPECIFIC TREATMENT
The objective of sex offense specific treatment is to prevent reoccurring sexually
abusive/aggressive behavior by helping men at risk of sexually offending to: (a)
effectively manage the factors that contribute to sexually abusive behaviors, (b) develop
strengths and competencies to address needs, (c) identify and change thoughts, feelings
and actions that may contribute to sexual offending, and (d) establish and maintain stable,
meaningful and prosocial lives.
The ATSA Adult Practice Guidelines (2014) detail ATSA’s recommendations based on
contemporary theory, empirical research and promising practices. They are summarized
below.
UNDERLYING PRINCIPLES OF SEX OFFENSE SPECIFIC TREATMENT
The assessment and treatment of adult males has many similarities to working with other
populations of adult men. However, there are principles that are particularly salient to
individuals who sexually offend. These include, but are not limited to the following:
I.

Outcomes for communities, victims and their families, and sexual abusers — and
resource utilization — are superior when policies and practices are grounded in
empirical research.

II.

Community safety and the rights and interests of victims and their families are
paramount considerations when developing and implementing assessment,
treatment and other strategies designed to reduce the risk posed by sexual abusers.

III.

The process of change involves establishing and maintaining stable, prosocial
lifestyles and effectively managing the factors that contribute to sexually abusive
behaviors— not simply a series of generic, manualized tasks to be completed —
for many individuals who have committed or are at risk of committing sexually
abusive behaviors.

IV.

Policies and practices should address the diverse nature of individuals who
sexually abuse, taking into account individual differences, such as age, gender,
culture, mental health functioning, developmental and cognitive functioning,
intervention needs and recidivism risk.

V.

The effectiveness of interventions is contingent on the fidelity of implementation
through knowledge- and skills-based training, ongoing supervision, and quality
assurance. Research-informed practice guidelines are an important first step for
promoting quality and consistency.

EMPIRICAL FRAMEWORK
Based on the principles above, the most researched empirical framework indicates that
interventions to reduce sexual reoffending are most effective and resources are
maximized when guided by an evidence based model of change that follows the three
principles of risk, need and responsivity (RNR):
Risk Principle – The risk principle defines the importance of matching treatment
dosage to the risk level of the individual at risk of reoffending (i.e., greater
intensity and dosage of treatment for higher risk clients).
Need Principle –The need principle specifies that treatment interventions should
primarily target the characteristics of the individuals that are most closely linked
to reoffending in general and specifically to sexual re-offending. Research on
sexual offense behavior has increasingly identified factors that are statistically
associated with an individual’s risk for sexual re-offense and which serve as a
focus for sexual offense treatment. Known as "Dynamic risk factors" these are
aspects of a client’s environment, lifestyle, or personality that are statistically
associated with increased risk to re-offend and are amenable to change.
Specifically with regard to sexual offense behavior, most dynamic risk factors
appear to be associated with one of two broad categories: offense related sexual
interests and an antisocial orientation. Given their statistical relationship to
recidivism and their amenability to change, dynamic risk factors are increasingly
regarded as high-priority targets for treatment interventions in sex offense

treatment. Although research on dynamic factors is an ongoing process, current
research provides us with a basic framework for using dynamic risk factors as an
organizing principle in sex offense treatment.
Responsivity Principle – The responsivity principle specifies that to be
maximally effective, treatment interventions should be matched to an individual’s
strengths, needs and abilities. Thus it is recommended that clinicians adapt
treatment and therapist style to be responsive to and accommodate individual
factors (e.g. level of functioning, cultural differences, mental health needs) and
vary the ways in which information is presented (e.g. audio, visual.)
Because clients’ risk, need and responsivity factors change over time and are unique to
each individual, treatment should be based on empirically-informed assessment, both at
the onset of and ongoing throughout the treatment process.
TREATMENT EFFECTIVENESS
Like any medical or psychological intervention, treatment interventions are most
effective when provided along a continuum of care. In addition, some individuals receive
more benefits from interventions than others. Research conducted over the past 30 years
has demonstrated that individuals who receive treatment that follows the principles of
RNR, uses cognitive behavioral methods and is delivered by well-qualified and informed
practitioners re-offend at significantly lower rates (7%-13%) compared to those who do
not (10-42%). The most recent large, systematic reviews and meta-analyses have found
that on average, sex offense specific treatment is effective and can reduce recidivism
rates significantly.
SUMMARY
ATSA strongly supports evidence-based policy and practice in the prevention and
treatment of sexual harm. Programs that do not incorporate evidence-based treatment
approaches are less likely to increase public safety by reducing sexual reoffending,
resulting in the misallocation of resources and potentially increasing risk to our
communities.
Research on treatment programs that follow an evidence-based model of change (such as
cognitive behavioral), emphasize skill building and follow the three principles of risk,
need and responsivity (RNR) have demonstrated greater reductions in recidivism
compared to programs that do not. Importantly, the RNR model has been specifically
applied to the treatment of sexual offense behavior and has also demonstrated increased
reductions in sexual offense recidivism.

ATSA supports treatment programs that include the following research-informed RNR
practices:




Programs which allow clinicians to tailor the level of services to the level of risk
of a given client, such that clients who are identified as higher risk receive more
services than lower risk clients (addressing the risk principle);
Programs which explicitly incorporate dynamic risk factors as the dominant
framework for sexual offense treatment (addressing the need principle);
Programs that allow clinicians the freedom to adapt service delivery to meet the
individualized treatment needs of clients, thereby maximizing the therapeutic
relationship, over manualized, “one size fits all” approaches to treatment
(addressing the responsivity principle).

SUGGESTED READING

Andrews, D. A., Dowden, C., & Gendreau, P. (1999). Clinically relevant and
psychologically informed approaches to reduced re-offending: A meta-analytic
study of human service, risk, need, responsivity, and other concerns in justice
contexts. Carleton University, Ottawa, Canada.
Dowden, C., & Andrews, D. A. (1999a). A meta-analytic investigation into effective
correctional intervention for female offenders. In Forum on Corrections Research
(Vol. 11, No. 3, pp. 18-21). CORRECTIONAL SERVICE OF CANADA.
Dowden, C., & Andrews, D. A. (1999b). What works for female offenders: A metaanalytic review. Crime & Delinquency, 45(4), 438-452.
Dowden, C., & Andrews, D. A. (2000). Effective correctional treatment and violent
reoffending: A meta-analysis. Canadian J. Criminology, 42, 449.
Dowden, C., & Andrews, D. A. (2003). The effectiveness of relapse prevention with
offenders: A meta-analysis. International journal of offender therapy and
comparative criminology, 47(5), 516-528.
Grady, M. D., Levenson, J. S., & Bolder, T. (2016). Linking Adverse Childhood Effects and Attachment A Theory
of Etiology for Sexual Offending. Trauma, Violence, & Abuse, DOI: 1524838015627147.

Hanson, R. K., & Morton-Bourgon, K. (2004). Predictors of sexual recidivism: An
updated meta-analysis 2004-02. Ottawa, Canada: Public Safety and Emergency
Preparedness Canada.
Hanson, R.K., & Bussiere, M.T. (1998). Predicting relapse: A meta-analysis of sexual
offender recidivism studies. Journal of Consulting & Clinical Psychology, 66(2),
348-362.
Hanson, R.K. & Harris, A.J.R. (2001). A structured approach to evaluating change
among sexual offenders. Sexual Abuse: A Journal of Research and Treatment,
13(2), 105-122.

Hanson, R. K., Bourgon, G., Helmus, L., & Hodgson, S. (2009). The principles of
effective correctional treatment also apply to sexual offenders a meta-analysis.
Criminal justice and behavior, 36(9), 865-891.
Hanson, R.K., Gordon, A., Harris, A.J.R., Marques, J.K., Murphy, W., Quinsey, V.L.,
Seto, M.C. (2002). The first report of the collaborative outcome data project on
the effectiveness of Psychological treatment for sex offenders. Sexual Abuse: A
Journal of Research and Treatment, 14, 169-194.
Harkins, L., & Beech, A. R. (2007). A review of the factors that can influence the
effectiveness of sexual offender treatment: Risk, need, responsivity, and process
issues. Aggression and Violent Behavior, 12(6), 615-627.
Hudson, S. M., Wales, D. S., Bakker, L., & Ward, T. (2002). Dynamic risk factors: the
Kia Marama evaluation. Sexual Abuse: A Journal of Research and Treatment,
14(2), 103-119.
Levenson, J. S., Willis, G. M., & Prescott, D. (2016). Adverse Childhood Experiences in the Lives of Male Sex
Offenders and Implications for Trauma-Informed Care. Sexual Abuse: A Journal of Research &
Treatment, 28(4), 340-359. doi:10.1177/1079063214535819
Levenson, J. S. (2014). Incorporating Trauma-Informed Care into Sex Offender Treatment. Journal of Sexual
Aggression, 20(1), 9-22.

Marshall, W. L., Jones, R., Ward, T., Johnston, P., & Barbaree, H. E. (1991). Treatment
outcome with sex offenders. Clinical Psychology Review, 11(4), 465-485.
Marshall, W. L., Barbaree, H. E., & Butt, J. (1988). Sexual offenders against male
children: Sexual preferences. Behaviour Research and Therapy, 26(5), 383-391.
Marques, J. K., Day, D. M., Nelson, C., & West, M. A. (1994). Effects of cognitivebehavioral treatment on sex offender recidivism preliminary results of a
longitudinal study. Criminal Justice and Behavior, 21(1), 28-54.
Nicholaichuk, T., Gordon, A., Gu, D., & Wong, S. (2000). Outcome of an institutional
sexual offender treatment program: A comparison between treated and matched
untreated offenders. Sexual Abuse: A Journal of Research and Treatment, 12(2),
139-153.
Quinsey, V. L., Lalumiere, M. L., Rice, M. E., & Harris, G. T. (1995). Predicting sexual
offenses. Assessing dangerousness: Violence by sexual offenders, batterers, and
child abusers, 114-137.
Roberts, C. F., Doren, D. M., & Thornton, D. (2002). Dimensions associated with
assessments of sex offender recidivism risk. Criminal Justice and Behavior, 29(5),
569-589.
Schmucker, M., & Lösel, F. (2015). The effects of sexual offender treatment on
recidivism: an international meta-analysis of sound quality evaluations. Journal of
Experimental Criminology, 11(4), 597-630.
Ward, T., & Marshall, W. L. (2004). Good lives, aetiology and the rehabilitation of sex
offenders: A bridging theory. Journal of Sexual Aggression, 10(2), 153-169.
Wong, S. C. P., & Olver, M. E. (2010). Two treatment-and change-oriented risk
assessment tools: The Violence RIsk Scale and Violence RIsk Scale-Sexual
Offender Version. Handbook of violence risk assessment, 121-146.
Wheeler, J., & Covell, C. (2013). Recidivism Risk Reduction Therapy (3RT). Forensic
CBT: A handbook for clinical practice, 302-326.

Wheeler, J. G., George, W. H., & Stephens, K. (2005). Assessment of sexual offenders:
A model for integrating dynamic risk assessment and Relapse Prevention
approaches. Assessment of addictive behaviors, 392-424.
Wheeler, J. G., George, W. H., & Stoner, S. A. (2005). Enhancing the relapse prevention
model for sex offenders: Adding recidivism risk reduction therapy (3RT) to target
offenders’ dynamic risk needs. Relapse prevention, 333-362.
Willis, G. M., & Ward, T. (2013). The good lives model. What works in offender
rehabilitation: An evidence-based approach to assessment and treatment, 305-317.
Wong, S., Olver, M. E., Nicholaichuk, T. P., & Gordon, A. (2003). The violence risk
scale: Sexual offender version (VRS-SO). Regional Psychiatric Centre and
University of Saskatchewan, Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, Canada.

