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Abstract 

Over the past two decades, a large body of research on attitudes towards sexual offenders has 

been conducted across a number of different contexts. However, there has been less 

discussion of their implications. Clinically, attitudes may be related to therapeutic climates 

and treatment outcomes and risk judgments, while in the social context, the views of the 

public about sexual offenders may play a key role in the reintegration of these offenders, and 

the political responses associated with sexual offending. Sexual crime is advocated as a 

public health issue, with attitudes towards the perpetrators of such offenses being of critical 

importance when trying to create a social environment within which to successfully reduce 

rates of sexual offending. In this article, the research evidence currently available in this area 

is reviewed. An analysis of the conceptualization and measurement of attitudes towards 

sexual offenders is provided, before the existing literature on the factors underlying such 

attitudes is explored. Following this, the malleability of attitudes towards sexual offenders is 

examined. The review concludes with some suggestions for future theoretical, empirical, and 

practical advancements in this important area.  

 

Keywords: attitudes, sexual offenders, treatment, desistance, reintegration, sexual crime, 

review 
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Attitudes towards sexual offenders: What do we know, and why are they important? 

 

1. Introduction 

The study of attitudes towards sexual offenders is a popular topic for empirical inquiry 

in the study of social views about the criminal justice system. Theoretical accounts from 

criminological and social studies indicate that attitudes towards sexual offenders could have 

profound implications for clinical and social decision-making (LeBel, Burnett, Maruna, & 

Bushway, 2008; Willis, Levenson, & Ward, 2010). For example, societal negativity about 

sexual offenders has been linked to a range of disadvantages for this group upon their re-

entering society after serving criminal sentences. These include difficulties in accessing 

stable housing arrangements (Clark, 2007), and organized attempts to drive them out of 

communities (e.g., Kitzinger, 2008). Despite these potential implications, Brown (2009) 

suggested that there is a dearth of knowledge about the concepts and processes that underpin 

these attitudes. This lack of knowledge leads us to risk attempting to influence changes in 

attitudes towards sexual offenders using a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach. This method of 

influencing attitude change may fail to reap the intended improvements in attitudes if some 

members of society hold particular beliefs or attitudinal stances about this group. As such, it 

is important to take stock of what we currently know about attitudes towards sexual offenders 

in order to develop new research streams. This exercise has the potential to re-focus this field 

of study, and assist scholars in meeting the longer-term goals of their research programs (i.e., 

theory development, attitude improvement, effective policymaking, and reduced offending 

rates).  

Brown’s (2009) chapter on public opinions about sexual offenders represents one 

related review of this area. However, this chapter’s focus was on public opinion around 

sentencing policy, and as such did not examine different approaches to measuring attitudes, 
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factors influencing attitudes, or the potential utility of considering attitudes in relation to 

clinical practice and reintegration processes. Similarly, Willis et al. (2010) presented a 

conceptual paper that sought to highlight the relevance of attitudes towards sexual offenders 

when considering desistance from sexual offending. However, covering the psychological 

factors underpinning such attitudes was not within the scope of their article. As such, the 

present article represents an overdue summary of what we currently know about attitudes 

towards sexual offenders. In light of this, we provide a comprehensive review of the 

international literature on attitudes towards sexual offenders, addressing five key domains. 

First, we set the scene by discussing the important conceptual distinction between attitudes 

and perceptions, before moving on to an examination of the methodological issues 

surrounding the measurement of attitudes in this area of research. Second, from surveying the 

literature, we consolidate what is currently known about the factors that underpin attitudes 

towards sexual offenders. Third, we address the malleability of these attitudes, with a critical 

discussion of the studies that have sought to change them. Fourth, we examine the importance 

of attitudes towards sexual offenders in terms of their implications within both clinical and 

social contexts. Finally, opportunities to progress this field of study are brought together, 

along with several suggestions for future avenues of research. These suggestions for future 

research are also incorporated within the appropriate sections of our review of the literature.  

 

1.1. Discriminating ‘attitudes’ from ‘perceptions’  

An attitude is defined as “psychological tendency that is expressed by evaluating a 

particularly entity with some degree of favour or unfavour” (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993, p. 1). 

They are conceptualized as being comprised of three distinct components (Breckler, 1984): 

(1) cognition - which is related to the types of beliefs (i.e., stereotypes) that a person holds 

about a particular concept or entity; (2) affect - which refers to the visceral emotional 
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response that people have towards a particular topic or entity; and (3) behavior - referring to 

the ways in which people act within the physical world with reference to the concept or entity 

under consideration. These three components of attitudes are all important, and it has been 

suggested that many researchers do not comprehensively consider all of these components 

when studying attitudes about sexual offenders (Hogue, 2015). 

What many studies do examine, however, are ‘perceptions’ about sexual offenders. 

Conceptually, perceptions are more akin to stereotypical views and, thus, are primarily 

comprised of knowledge-based attributions about a topic or entity (Jussim, 2012). Thus, 

unlike attitudes, they do not represent evaluations of a topic or entity. In this sense, only 

examining perceptions is a much narrower approach than examining attitudes. By examining 

attitudes (in a manner consistent with Breckler’s (1984) conceptualization), it is possible to 

look deeper at the processes underpinning perceptions (through evaluations of affective 

responses), and further to investigate the potential implications of perceptions (through 

evaluations of behavioral responses). Throughout this review, our primary focus in on 

research into attitudes towards sexual offenders.  

 

2. Measuring attitudes and perceptions about sexual offenders 

In order to accurately discuss the attitudes towards sexual offenders literature, it is first 

appropriate to outline the methods that are currently used by researchers in order to measure 

these constructs. Thus, in this section we identify, describe, and compare some of the key 

methods used by scholars in this area. We believe that an examination of these approaches to 

attitude measurement is both relevant and pertinent to the comprehensiveness of the review 

that we offer in this article. No review to date has systematically examined these measures 

together, and so this exercise offers a useful starting point for researchers seeking to design 

studies in this area of empirical inquiry. 
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2.1. The Attitudes to Sexual Offenders (ATS) scale 

The Attitudes to Sexual Offenders scale (ATS; Hogue; 1993) was developed as a 36-

item self-report measure, designed to capture respondents’ affective and evaluative 

judgments about sexual offenders. The ATS was adapted from the Attitudes to Prisoners 

scale (ATP; Melvin, Gramling, & Gardner, 1985), with Hogue (1993) modifying the ATP by 

substituting the word ‘prisoners’ for the phrase ‘sex offenders’. 

ATS items are framed as attitudinal statements (e.g., “Sex offenders are no better or 

worse than other people”), with respondents rating their level of agreement with each 

statement. Each item is rated using a five-point Likert scale (ranging from 0 ‘Strongly 

Disagree’ to 4 ‘Strongly Agree’; 19 of which are reverse scored). This leaves a potential 

scoring range of 0-144, with higher scores indicating positive attitudes towards sexual 

offenders. The ATS has repeatedly been shown to have very good internal consistency (α's > 

0.85) across a range of different samples (Craig, 2005; Higgins & Ireland, 2009; Kjelsberg & 

Loos, 2008; Kleban & Jeglic, 2012; Proeve & Howells, 2006). 

Anonymous (in prep) have developed a shortened version of the ATS (the ‘ATS-21’). 

Drawing on data from three large European community samples, this revised scale consists of 

21 of the original ATS items, of which 11 are reverse-scored. These items load equally on to 

three seven-item factors, labeled ‘Trust’, ‘Intent’, and ‘Social Distance’. The ATS-21 has a 

potential scoring range of 0-84, with higher scores indicating positive attitudes towards 

sexual offenders. The ATS-21 also correlates extremely highly with the original 36-item ATS 

(r = .98, p < .001), and demonstrates excellent levels of internal consistency (α = 0.94; 

Anonymous, in prep). 

The ATS (and by extension, the ATS-21) can be said to provide a comprehensive 

examination of all three components of attitudes. The ‘Trust’ factor represents affect-based 
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judgments about sexual offenders (e.g., “I would like associating with some sex offenders”), 

the ‘Intent’ factor examines cognitive (i.e., stereotype-related) evaluations of sexual offenders 

(e.g., “Sex offenders only think about themselves”; reverse-scored), and the “Social 

Distance” factor acts as a behavior-related measure of views about sexual offenders (e.g., “If 

sex offenders do well in prison/hospital, they should be let out on parole”). 

Despite its status as a measure of stable attitudes (Hogue, 2015), several authors have 

used the ATS scale as an outcome measure. That is, researchers have manipulated ATS items 

in order to examine respondents’ attitudes towards specific ‘types’ of sexual offenders. 

Examples of such work include analyses of attitudes towards female sexual offenders (e.g., 

Gakhal & Brown, 2011), and juvenile sexual offenders (e.g., Harper, 2012). Given the 

conceptually stable nature of attitudes (Hogue, 2015), this approach to ATS research may 

present problems for researchers trying to understand and interpret the attitudes towards 

sexual offenders literature as a complete corpus. Fuller information about the differences in 

these studies are provided in subsequent sections of this review. 

 

2.2. The Community Attitudes Towards Sex Offenders (CATSO) scale 

The Community Attitudes Towards Sex Offenders scale (CATSO; Church, Wakeman, 

Miller, Clements, & Sun, 2008) is an 18-item self-report measure. It was developed as an 

alternative to other measures that, according to Church et al. (2008), had either: (a) not been 

adequately validated, or (b) been developed based on measures designed to examine attitudes 

towards other (i.e., general offender) populations. 

Like the ATS, CATSO items are composed as statements about sexual offenders (e.g., 

“Most sex offenders are unmarried men”). Respondents indicate their level of agreement with 

each statement using a six-point Likert scale, anchored from 1 ‘Strongly Disagree’ to 6 

‘Strongly Agree’. Scores for each of the items are summed to provide a composite CATSO 
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score that can range from 18–108 (higher scores indicate more negative views about sexual 

offenders). In a range of studies, the CATSO has demonstrated acceptable levels of internal 

consistency (α = 0.74; Church et al., 2008; Conley, Hill, Church, Stoeckel, & Allen, 2011; 

Jones, 2013; Malinen, Willis, & Johnston, 2014; Shackley, Weiner, Day, & Willis, 2014; 

Shelton, Stone, & Winder, 2013). 

Church et al.’s (2008) initial factor analyses of the CATSO data identified an 

underlying four-factor structure, with these factors being labeled ‘Social Isolation’, ‘Capacity 

to Change’, ‘Dangerousness’, and ‘Deviancy’. Each of these factors (with the exception of 

Deviancy) demonstrated acceptable levels of internal consistency (all α's > 0.70). A number 

of studies have sought to validate the CATSO with new factor analyses (e.g., Conley et al., 

2011; Shackley et al., 2014; Shelton et al., 2013; Tewksbury & Mustaine, 2013). However, 

none of these studies (with the exception of Tewksbury & Mustaine, 2013) have reported the 

same underlying factor structure as Church et al. (2008). Some studies have found the 

CATSO to be comprised of two factors (e.g., ‘Social Isolation’ and ‘Capacity for Change’; 

Conley et al., 2011), while others have identified a different four factor structure than that 

reported in Church et al.’s (2008) original development paper (e.g., ‘Social Tendencies’, 

‘Treatment and Punishment’, ‘Crime Characteristics’, and ‘Sexual Behavior’; Shackley et al., 

2014). Interpreting this latter structure, there is a case to be made that the CATSO actually 

examines knowledge-based attributions about sexual offenders (and thus is a measure of 

‘perceptions’, rather than ‘attitudes’). This lack of structural consistency has led to some 

authors calling for partial or complete overhauls of the CATSO (Conley et al., 2011; Harper 

& Hogue, 2015a; Shackley et al., 2014; Shelton et al., 2013).  

With regard to research conducted using the CATSO, this measure has primarily been 

used in order to examine the attitudes of different demographic or professional groups 
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towards sexual offenders (e.g., Shackley et al., 2014; Tewksbury & Mustaine, 2013). These 

studies will be discussed in more detail in subsequent sections of this review. 

 

2.2.1. The Perceptions of Sex Offenders (PSO) scale 

Noting the CATSO's inconsistent factor structure, Harper and Hogue (2015a) published 

data that sought to reimagine the measure. First, they undertook a face validity analysis of the 

CATSO items using Breckler’s (1984) three component view of attitudes as a theoretical 

guide. They concluded that the CATSO predominantly measures stereotype-related 

cognitions and behavioral approaches to managing sexual offenders, but omits affect-based 

views. This structure means that, in addition to not comprehensively measuring all 

components of attitudes, the CATSO fails to meet the criteria of an ‘attitude’ measure when 

using Eagly and Chaiken’s (1993) broader (i.e., evaluations of favor or disfavor) 

conceptualization of this construct. 

In response to this, Harper and Hogue (2015a) removed all poorly-loading CATSO 

items as recommended by Conley et al. (2011) and Shelton et al. (2013), and added eight new 

items that were a better conceptual fit with the rest of the scale. This resulted in a 20-item 

scale. Using a sample of 400 community volunteers, principal components and confirmatory 

factor analyses of the new scale revealed four underlying factors, which were labeled 

‘Sentencing and Management’, ‘Stereotype Endorsement’, and ‘Risk Perception’. Each of 

these factors demonstrated good levels of internal consistency (all α's > 0.80), with the 

revised scale as a whole - named the Perceptions of Sex Offenders (PSO) scale - having a 

Cronbach’s alpha of 0.92. 

 Harper and Hogue (2015a) suggested that the PSO (as a measure of perceptions) and 

attitudinal measures (e.g., the ATS-21) are not in competition, as has often been 

conceptualized within the literature (e.g., Church et al., 2008), but are rather complimentary. 
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For example, the ATS-21 can be used as a baseline measure of generalized attitudes towards 

sexual offenders, while the PSO is conceptualized as an outcome measure, against which the 

effectiveness of attitudinal interventions can be assessed. Due to being a newly-established 

measure, there have been no published studies (as yet) that use the PSO as a tool for 

examining people's perceptions of sexual offenders. However, its inclusion in this review is 

warranted, as the PSO represents a conceptual development in the understanding the tools 

used for measuring attitudes towards sexual offenders.  

 

2.3. Non-standardized measures of perceptions of sexual offenders 

In addition to the more established measures described above, a range of authors have 

used other self-report approaches to examine attitudes and perceptions of sexual offenders. 

Wnuck, Chapman, and Jeglic (2006) developed the Attitudes towards the Treatment of Sex 

Offenders scale (ATTSO). This is a 15-item self-report questionnaire with three underlying 

factors (‘Incapacitation’, ‘Treatment Ineffectiveness’, and ‘Mandatory Treatment’), and 

examines the degree to which respondents favor or object to the treatment of sexual 

offenders, or believe in treatment efficacy. Despite original claims that the ATTSO could be 

used as a scoping tool for identifying sites for sexual offender treatment facilities, the 

measure has not been validated or utilized comprehensively enough since its inception, and 

so few insights can be drawn from it. 

A number of studies have developed their own measures for assessing what they refer 

to as ‘attitudes’ towards sexual offenders. These studies, however, typically use policy 

positions as self-report items, and measure the endorsement of these propositions as a proxy 

for attitudes. Levenson, Brannon, Fortney, and Baker (2007), for example, examined public 

perceptions of registrations and community notification laws (see also Kernsmith, Craun, & 

Foster, 2009). Higher levels of endorsement of these kinds of procedures are taken to be 
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indicative of a punitive stance, and as such are interpreted as being indicative of negative 

attitudes towards sexual offenders. Further, authors such as Brown (1999) have examined 

attitudes towards the treatment of sexual offenders. In these studies, support for sexual 

offender treatment is potentially consistent with the view that these individuals can change 

(which in turn has been associated with more positive attitudes towards sexual offenders; 

Harper & Bartels, in press). The findings from these approaches offer interesting insights into 

politically-relevant responses to sexual crime. However, in terms of construct validity, they 

are not strictly a direct reflection of one's ‘attitude’ towards sexual offenders, despite often 

being labeled as such. We argue that scholars should exercise caution in interpreting 

sentencing- and risk-related studies within the context of attitudes towards sexual offenders, 

as these ideas (while clearly related) examine conceptually different issues. 

 

2.4. Indirect assessment of attitudes towards sexual offenders 

In comparison to self-report measures, there is a growing trend within social 

psychology to make use of indirect measurement procedures when assessing attitudes 

(Gawronski & De Houwer, 2014). Self-report measures (e.g., questionnaires) assess 

consciously accessible (explicit) attitudes by asking participants to directly respond to 

individual statements (or propositions; Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2006). As such, 

attitudinal questionnaires can be influenced by situational factors, such as mood or 

externally-presented stimuli (Visser & Cooper, 2003), as well as by socially desirable 

responding, especially if the attitude being measured is of a sensitive nature. In contrast, 

indirect measures require participants to perform a task (e.g., categorizing specific stimuli as 

fast as possible), the outcome of which (e.g., response-latencies) can be used to infer an 

attitudinal stance. For example, the Implicit Association Test (IAT; Greenwald, McGhee, & 

Schwartz, 1998) is commonly used as an indirect measure of attitudes. In brief, it compares 
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how fast participants categorize stimuli into one paired category (e.g., ‘sex offenders-bad’) 

relative to an opposing paired category (‘sex offender-good’). In this example, an individual 

who produced faster response-latencies for the former category would be presumed to hold a 

stronger association between 'sex offender' and 'bad' in their memory, relative to an 

association between 'sex offender' and 'good'. As such, it can be inferred that hold a negative 

attitude towards sexual offenders.  

Indirect methods are often used to examine implicit attitudes; that is, immediate 

evaluative reactions resulting from associative processes, which are typically outside an 

individual's conscious control or awareness (Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2006). However, 

due to the indirect nature of their procedure, indirect measures also allow for sensitive or 

socially-contentious attitudes to be more effectively measured without the influence of social 

desirability. As such, we argue that there may be considerable benefits in using such indirect 

procedures in the assessment of attitudes towards sexual offenders, given the socially-

contentious nature of the topic. 

In the only published study using an indirect assessment of attitudes towards sexual 

offenders, Malinen et al. (2014) made use of a Single-Target Implicit Association Test (ST-

IAT; Wigboldus, Holland, & van Knippenberg, 2006). Specifically, their participants were 

asked to associate words related to ‘sexual offenders’ (e.g., ‘rapist’, ‘molester’) with positive 

words (e.g., ‘happy’, ‘pleasure’) in one block, and with negative words (e.g., ‘hate’, ‘evil’) in 

another block. The differences in average response times were then used to compute an index 

of implicit attitudes towards sexual offenders (such that faster response times in, for example, 

the negative block were indicative of a more negative attitude towards sexual offenders). 

Malinen et al. (2014) reported a positive a correlation (r  = .41) between implicit attitudes and 

CATSO scores. While this suggests a reliable relationship between outcomes on these 

different measurement approaches, there is still a substantial amount of variance unaccounted 
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for. Malinen et al. (2014) did not fully elaborate on this particular aspect of their results. 

However, a brief examination of the theoretical literature would suggest that socially-

desirable responding, as well as study-specific demand characteristics in explicit responding, 

may be relevant and important factors for consideration (Banse & Imhoff, 2013). It is also 

possible that the two measures (i.e., the CATSO and the ST-IAT) were tapping distinct, but 

related, constructs. A fuller description of the content of Malinen et al.’s (2014) study, 

including a discussion about the effects of experimental manipulations on both explicit 

(CATSO) and implicit (ST-IAT) attitudes, is provided in subsequent sections of this review. 

 

2.5. Section summary 

Breckler’s (1984) tripartite structure of attitudes (cognition, affect, and behavior) 

appears to be differentially reflected in existing attitudinal measures about sexual offenders. 

The revised ATS-21 (Anonymous, in prep) is arguably the most comprehensive measure of all 

three attitudinal domains, with underlying factors of ‘Trust’ (an affective attitudinal domain), 

‘Intent’ (a cognitive attitudinal domain), and ‘Social Distance’ (a behavioral attitudinal 

domain). In contrast, the much-used CATSO measure has repeatedly been shown to have 

variable levels of internal consistency, as well as an inconsistent underlying factor structure. 

Harper and Hogue’s (2015a) PSO offers a promising alternative to the CATSO, which they 

argue is conceptually different to the ATS-21. Thus, it is argued that the ATS-21 and PSO 

should be used in tandem in order to examine the influence of pre-existing attitudes on 

experimental manipulations (see also Anonymous, in prep). 

Indirect measurement procedures, such as those used by Malinen et al. (2014), are a 

scarcity within this research area. This should be addressed in future research as they can 

offer useful insights into the mental associations that people hold about sexual offenders, and 
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can be used to investigate whether explicit (self-report) measures are subject to politically- 

and/or socially-motivated responding (Banse & Imhoff, 2013). 

 

3. Factors underpinning attitudes and perceptions about sexual offenders 

The current literature on attitudes towards sexual offenders is largely descriptive in 

nature. That is, researchers have predominantly made use of one of the measures described 

previously (typically either the ATS or CATSO), and administered these scales among 

different groups in order to identify potential between-groups differences. This section is 

arranged in three parts. First, we describe demographic factors that have been found to impact 

upon the attitudes of different groups. Although we acknowledge that ‘demographic factors’ 

usually refers to a limited range of issues (e.g., age, gender, ethnicity, education, and socio-

economic status), previous work in this area of research has included issues such as sexual 

victimization and newspaper readership as a demographic issue. As such, when we refer to 

‘demographic factors’, we refer to issues that are relevant to the identity of the person 

providing information about their attitudes, meaning that these wider issues (as well as 

personality factors) are captured under this heading. Second, we examine the role of offense-

and offender-related factors in attitudes and perceptions of sexual offenders. Issues that are 

considered here are offender demographics, and attributions that we make about their levels 

of intent or culpability. Third, we examine the literature on professional influences on 

attitudes, and specifically set out a range of research findings that relate to the views of 

professionals working with sexual offenders. 

 

3.1. Demographic influences on attitudes towards sexual offenders 

Only two published studies (conducted in Australia/New Zealand) have sought to 

explicitly examine the general influence of demographic factors on attitudes and perceptions 
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about sexual offenders (measured using the CATSO; Shackley et al., 2014; Willis, Malinen, 

& Johnston, 2013). The only demographic factor that was found to be influential in 

moderating attitudes towards sexual offenders in both of these studies was educational 

attainment, with people holding higher-level qualifications expressing more positive (or, 

rather, less negative) attitudes than those with lower qualifications (see also Brown,1999, and 

Harper & Hogue, 2015a, who support this finding within a British context). 

These findings support the inconsistent nature of demographic differences in relation to 

attitudes toward sexual offenders. The majority of studies report no such demographic 

differences (Hogue & Peebles, 1997; Kjelsberg & Loos, 2008; Katz-Schiavone, Levenson, & 

Ackerman, 2008). Some studies (conducted in a range of jurisdictions, including the U.K., 

Australia/New Zealand, and Norway) have indicated differences in attitudes based on gender 

(Ferguson & Ireland, 2006; Higgins & Ireland, 2009; Radley, 2011; Willis et al., 2013), and 

age (Brown, 1999; Craig, 2005; Kjelsberg & Loos, 2008), although the direction of these 

differences are inconsistent between studies. In relation to parenthood, most studies find no 

differences between parents and non-parents in relation to global attitudes towards sexual 

offenders (e.g., Craun & Theriot, 2009). However, findings reported by Levenson et al. 

(2007) found that, compared to non-parents, parents in the U.S. were more likely to express 

fear when asked about this group of offenders, and reject locally-based rehabilitation 

facilities
1
.  

Numerous authors have theoretically linked newspaper readership with negative views 

about sexual offenders through the creation of homogeneous stereotypical images (e.g., 

Corabian & Hogan, 2012; Galeste, Fradella, & Fogel, 2012; Harper & Hogue, 2015b; Harris 

& Socia, 2014; McCartan, 2010, McCartan, Kemshall, & Tabachnick, 2015; Quinn, Forsyth, 

& Muller-Quinn, 2004; Thakker, 2012). In one of the only published studies to empirically 

                                                           
1
 While this is not necessarily an attitudinal outcome, this finding does suggest that the behavioural 

manifestations of attitudes may change as a function of some demographic factors 
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examine this link, Harper and Hogue (2015a) found that British readers of tabloid 

publications (comprised of negativity and hostility about sexual offenders; Harper & Hogue, 

2015b) expressed much more negative perceptions about sexual offenders than readers of 

broadsheets, whose reputation is more balanced. 

Olver and Barlow (2010) published the only study to examine attitudes and perceptions 

about sexual offenders specifically in relation to personality factors. Although few 

differences emerged in their analyses, the personality factor of 'openness to experience' 

(defined as having an active imagination and high levels of intellectual curiosity; McCrae & 

John, 1992) was significantly associated with a more rehabilitative stance to sentencing 

sexual offenders. Although this personality factor has been theoretically and empirically 

linked to political liberalism (e.g., Roets, Cornelis, & van Hiel, 2014), there were no 

significant differences in Olver and Barlow’s (2010) study between American political 

‘Liberals’ and ‘Conservatives’ in relation to their perceptions about sexual offender 

sentencing and risk.  

Several studies have examined the role of sexual victimization, both direct (being a 

victim) and indirect (knowing a victim), on attitudes towards sexual offenders. The majority 

of these studies have found no attitudinal differences between people who did or did not 

know a victim of a sexual offense (Katz-Schiavone et al., 2008, Sahlstrom & Jeglic, 2008; 

Willis et al., 2013). In the two studies that have found differences between these two groups 

(Ferguson & Ireland, 2006; Nelson, Herlihy, & Oescher, 2002), more positive attitudes were 

reported by participants who did know somebody who had been sexually victimized. This 

may be reflective of the typicality of sexual offending being perpetrated by somebody who is 

known by the victim (Radford et al., 2011). Consistent with this assertion, Sahlstrom and 

Jeglic (2008) reported that participants in their sample who did know an offender expressed 
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more positive attitudes than those who did not know an offender (but see Willis et al., 2013), 

who found no significant attitudinal differences between these two groups). 

 

3.2. Offense-related influences on attitudes towards sexual offenders 

As King and Roberts (2015) argue, “when asked about ‘sex offenders’ many are 

inclined to envision the media-proliferated stereotypical image of a violent, predatory male 

pedophile” (p. 2). In line with empirical and theoretical ideas advanced by Salerno et al. 

(2010) and Harper and Hogue (2014), this could mean that judgments made about sexual 

offenders in general may be more punitive than those made about specific cases that do not 

necessarily match this prototypical image. Offender- and offense-specific information has 

been found to have a substantial impact on attitudes and perceptions about sexual offenders. 

Examples of such information includes the age of the offender (older perpetrators are judged 

more negatively; e.g., Harper, 2012; Sahlstrom & Jeglic, 2008), and the gender of the 

offender (male perpetrators are judged more negatively than females; e.g., Gakhal & Brown, 

2011). 

Information about the personality of sexual offenders have also been found to be 

influential in moderating attitudes towards these offenders. Cohn, Dupuis, and Brown (2009), 

for example, reported that students judged a male perpetrator of rape as being more 

responsible for the act when he was portrayed as having a bad reputation (operationalized as 

pursuing casual sex with multiple partners), as opposed to when he was portrayed as having a 

‘gentlemanly’ reputation. A finding such as this further serves to highlight the importance of 

social stereotyping. 

Hogue and Peebles (1997) found that criminal justice professionals provided more 

punitive sentencing recommendations when a rapist explicitly had an intention of having sex 

with a woman regardless of her (lack of) consent. However, there were no significant 
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differences in sentencing recommendations in relation to the presence (or absence) of 

remorse after the rape had been committed. These results corroborated Kleinke, Wallis, and 

Stadler’s (1992) findings from a student sample. Similarly, Burris and Rempel (2012) 

reported a significant softening of judgments about a rapist when he was unable to achieve an 

erection due to a lack of victim consent (indicative of a lack of rape intention). In contrast, no 

differences in attribute evaluations were found when the offender’s sexual dysfunction was as 

a result of an attack of conscience (indicative of remorse for his behavior). These findings 

have potentially substantial implications within the courtroom, with a defendant’s level of 

belief in the consent of a potential victim being of high importance for jurors when reaching 

their verdicts. 

 

3.3. Professional influences on attitudes towards sexual offenders 

The most commonly reported direct influence on attitudinal outcomes is experience of 

working with sexual offenders. In his original ATS paper, Hogue (1993) reported an 

incremental pattern of attitudinal differences between different groups of professionals. 

Police officers expressed the most punitive attitudes, followed in turn by prison officers not 

involved in offender treatment, prison officers involved in offender treatment, probation 

officers, and prison psychologists. Subsequent research has consistently supported the link 

between exposure to sexual offenders within a work environment (particularly treatment-

based work) and more positive attitudes towards sexual offenders (measured using the ATS; 

Blagden, Winder, & Hames, 2014; Gakhal & Brown, 2011; Hogue & Peebles, 1997; 

Johnson, Hughes, & Ireland, 2007; Radley, 2011). One interpretation of these results is that 

people who hold less negative attitudes towards sexual offenders are drawn to jobs that 

involve working in a therapeutic or supportive role with this population. However, it has been 

found that undergoing more than 30 hours of training to work therapeutically with sexual 
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offenders improves attitudes, relative to less or no training (Simon & Arnaut, 2011). Thus, it 

is more likely the case that working in a supportive or therapeutic manner with sexual 

offenders improves one's attitudes towards sexual offenders. The precise psychological 

processes responsible for this attitude change have not been robustly examined, although 

some authors have suggested that the dispelling of social myths and stereotypes about sexual 

offenders plays a key role (Sanghara & Wilson, 2006).  

Finally, teachers and students have been found to both hold more negative attitudes 

than probation workers and psychologists involved in sexual offender treatment and 

management (Kjelsberg & Loos, 2008; Sanghara & Wilson, 2006). Gakhal and Brown (2011) 

and Harper (2012), however, reported that students tend to express more positive attitudes 

towards sexual offenders than do members of the general public. This finding of community 

members expressing the most negative attitudes is also reported by Higgins and Ireland 

(2009), and Johnson et al. (2007). These findings are also consistent with the demographic 

data around educational attainment having a positive effect on attitudes towards sexual 

offenders (e.g., Brown, 1999; Harper & Hogue, 2015a). 

 

3.4. Section summary and future directions 

A range of demographic and personality-related concepts have been found to be 

inconsistently related to both positive and negative stances. As such, no clear conclusions can 

be drawn about the influence of demographics on responses to sexual crime. The single factor 

that has consistently been found to potentially have a positive impact on attitudes is exposure 

to sexual offenders, either in a professional or personal capacity. Despite the apparent lack of 

demographic-based differences in attitudes towards sexual offenders, those that do exist 

provide researchers with a useful framework for discussing issues related to sexual crime in 

different areas. For example, the differences between tabloid and broadsheet newspaper 
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readers may indicate that different approaches are required by academics communicating 

through these different media channels. This conclusion indicates that our current ‘one-size-

fits-all’ approach to improving societal attitudes about sexual offenders may require some 

level of revision. 

The process underlying this improvement in attitudes appears to be the breaking down 

of myths and stereotypes about sexual offenders, which may be informed through skewed and 

emotional media reports. Considering this, addressing societal stereotypes about sexual 

offenders, either directly through education, or indirectly through incidental exposure to 

counter-stereotypical exemplars, may be a potential route to positive attitude change. 

Consistent with the theoretical assertions of both Salerno et al. (2010) and King and 

Roberts (2015), research that surveys attitudes towards sexual offenders in a general sense 

may be skewed by the activation of stereotypical images. Stereotypes are viewed as a type of 

category-based schema (Hilton & von Hippel, 1996). As such, Harper and Bartels (in press) 

conceptualized the cognitive representation that people typically hold about sexual offenders 

as being a "sexual offender schema" (i.e., a knowledge structure that organizes information in 

a more abstract manner).  

Category-schemas can influence people's judgments of a person, particularly when the 

person is judged to be typical of the category (Fiske, Neuberg, Beattie, & Milburg, 1987). 

This judgment of fit with a category is consistent with Tversky and Kahneman’s (1974) 

representativeness heuristic. In the present context, people may see the phrase ‘sexual 

offender’ and judge how representative the person is of the stereotypical image they hold in 

memory. Harris and Socia (2014) tentatively drew upon this framework in their analysis of 

how using the “sex offender” label (instead of the phrase “people who have committed 

crimes of a sexual nature” led to significantly more punitive responses. Similarly, the 

representative categories of ‘monstrous offenders’ and ‘vulnerable victims’ have also been 
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found to moderate policy responses to sexual offenders (Pickett, Mancini, & Mears, 2013). 

This approach could help to explain the negative reactions that people exhibit in response to 

media reports that propagate the stereotypical view of sexual offenders. As Armstrong and 

Nelson (2005) suggested, "readers of news stories may encounter individuals and events that 

match an existing stereotype, which may trigger heuristic processing of that story" (p. 822). 

The precise content of many people’s “sexual offender schema” is not currently known. In 

establishing exactly what this schematic representation (i.e., stereotype) of a sexual offender 

is comprised of, it may be possible to further theorize about the role of representativeness in 

guiding attitudes and perceptions of sexual offenders. Thus, studies should seek to examine 

the content of such stereotypes. 

It should also be noted, however, that the extent to which the sexual offender schema 

affects judgments may be dependent on whether people believe sexual offenders are fixed in 

their ways (consistent with an entity implicit theory of sexual offending) or are able to change 

(consistent with an incremental implicit theory). Harper and Bartels (in press) recently found 

that people holding incremental implicit theories about sexual offending hold less negative 

attitudes towards sexual offenders and advocate less punitive sentencing judgments, 

regardless of whether an offender matched the stereotypical view of a child abuser. Again, 

this demonstrates that, in order to develop a comprehensive understanding of people's 

attitudes to towards sexual offenders, it is crucial to further investigate the cognitive 

structures and processes underlying such attitudes. 

 

4. The malleability of attitudes and perceptions about sexual offenders 

The implicit aim of much of the research in this area has been to identify potential 

between-groups differences in attitudes towards sexual offenders, with an eventual aim being 

to formulate strategies for influencing these views. In this section, we review a number of 
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intervention studies that have sought to specifically influence (i.e., improve) attitudes towards 

sexual offenders. This is an important endeavor in light of the conceptual work outlined in the 

introduction to this review, which highlights the potential importance of attitudes in relation 

to the effective treatment and reintegration of sexual offenders (e.g., Willis et al., 2010). 

 

4.1. Professional training programs 

Hogue (1994) measured attitudes towards sexual offenders both before and after a three 

week training program that was delivered to sexual offender treatment facilitators within the 

British prison system. This program was comprised of modules in relation to the theories of 

sexual offending, the goals of treatment, and the practical skills needed to work effectively 

with this client group (Hogue, 1991). At the end of the program, participants expressed 

significantly more positive attitudes towards sexual offenders (measured using the ATS) than 

at the beginning. A six-month follow-up survey found that participants felt significantly more 

confident and competent in their job role, and a majority suggested that their treatment 

groups were more successful as a result of the training program. However, ATS scores were 

not examined at this follow-up stage. Further, there was no control group used by Hogue 

(1994), making it difficult to directly attribute the improvements in attitude scores to the 

training program (as opposed to work-based exposure to sexual offenders).  

Similarly, Craig (2005) examined the impact of an intensive two-day training program 

in a sample of probation workers involved with sexual offender treatment. This program was 

comprised of modules about theories of sexual offending, working constructively with sexual 

offenders, assessing risk, and challenging common myths. Consistent with Hogue’s (1994) 

results, Craig (2005) reported an increase in participants’ confidence in relation to working 

with sexual offenders. However, no changes in attitudes (as measured by the ATS) were 

found as a result of the training. Kjelsberg and Loos (2008) also failed to find any significant 
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changes in ATS scores following a compulsory two-day training workshop delivered to staff 

working within the Norwegian prison service. 

Harper (2012) surveyed undergraduates taking psychology and non-psychology courses 

in British universities. No significant differences were found in the ATS scores of psychology 

and non-psychology students, nor between subgroups of psychology students. Harper (2012) 

suggested that undergraduate education in forensic psychology may be insufficient at 

challenging societal-level stereotypes about sexual offenders. 

The discrepancy between Hogue's (1994) findings and those reported by Craig (2005), 

Kjelsberg and Loos (2008), and Harper (2012) can be explained by data provided by Simon 

and Arnaut (2011). They found differences in ATS scores after different lengths of training 

programs. Although no specific training to change attitudes was examined, Simon and Arnaut 

(2011) found that licensed forensic professionals who had engaged in more than 30 hours of 

training in working with sexual offenders expressed significantly more positive attitudes 

towards sexual offenders than participants who had received less or no training. These results 

indicate the potential effectiveness of extended and intensive training programs, with a 

specific focus on working with sexual offenders, in improving attitudes among professionals. 

 

4.2. Social education programs 

Kleban and Jeglic (2012) investigated the utility of various psycho-educational methods 

for influencing attitudes towards sexual offenders. Methods that were evaluated in their study 

included ‘reading’ (i.e., participants read a short informative piece about sexual offenders), 

‘presentation’ (i.e., participants read a short informative piece about sexual offenders, and 

then attended a presentation), and ‘discussion’ (i.e., participants read a short informative 

piece about sexual offenders, attended a presentation, and then discussed the presentation 

with others). Kleban and Jeglic (2012) reported that their interventions had been a success, 
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suggesting that deeper consideration of the issue of sexual offending led to significant 

improvements in attitudes. However, Kleban and Jeglic (2012) interpreted high ATS scores 

as being indicative of negative attitudes. As stipulated by Hogue (1993), higher scores on the 

ATS reflect more positive attitudes (see Section 2.1). Thus, it was unclear as to whether the 

ATS data were scored according to established guidelines. If there was an interpretative error, 

then deeper consideration of sexual offenders actually led to significantly more negative 

attitudes in Kleban and Jeglic’s (2012) study. 

More recently, Malinen et al. (2014) examined the malleability of public attitudes 

towards sexual offenders using manipulations of mock news stories. They reported that 

participants presented with an ‘informative’ mock news story expressed significantly more 

positive attitudes (as measured by the CATSO) than participants in a control condition (no 

mock story presented). There was a non-significant difference in the attitudes between 

participants presented with the ‘informative’ or ‘typical’ (fear-laden) mock news story. 

Further, no significant group differences were reported in relation to implicit attitudes 

towards sexual offenders (that is, response times to ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ ST-IAT blocks 

were unchanged as a function of these experimental stimuli). Malinen et al. (2014) concluded 

that, while there is potential to influence public attitudes towards sexual offenders through 

media presentations, repeated exposure to information targeted at emotional responses to 

sexual crime may be needed to achieve reliable and long-lasting attitude change. 

 

4.3. The influence of labels on attitudes and perceptions about sexual offenders 

Not only do media reports potentially influence generalized attitudes towards sexual 

offenders (see Section 3.1), but they also have the ability to focus public attention on certain 

kinds of sexual crime, and the characteristics of those who perpetrate these types of offenses.  
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Harper and Hogue (2015b) reported that lay observations about the differences in 

attitudes towards  sexual offenders among newspaper readership groups may be due to the 

emotionally-laden descriptor attributed to the perpetrators of sexual crime in particular 

publication types. These descriptors are thus conceptualized as labels for stereotypical images 

held by readers, around which to based attitudes and judgments about sexual offenders. 

Examining this effect of the ‘sexual offender’ label more directly, Harris and Socia (2014) 

presented American participants with a series of policy positions. They reported that 

participants expressed more punitive responses to sexual crime (e.g., support for social 

network bans, registration procedures, and residency restrictions) when people were 

described as “sex offenders” than when they were described as “people who have committed 

crimes of a sexual nature”. Harris and Socia’s (2014) findings are thus supportive of King 

and Roberts’ (2015) assertion that there is something inherent in the ‘sexual offender’ label 

that leads to more visceral punitive responses. 

Harper and Hogue (2014) found that a large proportion of British media reports about 

sexual crime focus on offenses perpetrated against children. Additionally, it has been reported 

that sexual offenders against children are homogeneously labeled as ‘pedophiles’ (Feelgood 

& Hoyer, 2008; Harper & Hogue, 2015b; Harrison, Manning, & McCartan, 2010; Silverman 

& Wilson, 2002). Recent research has shown that the impact of the ‘pedophile’ label on 

judgments (e.g., about sentencing) can be profound. For example, Imhoff (2015) recently 

found that people were judged to be more responsible for their urges when described using 

the ‘pedophile’ label, than when described as “people with a sexual interest in [prepubescent] 

children”. Participants also advocated harsh punishments for those described as “pedophiles”, 

even in the absence of an offense being committed. 

Similarly, Jahnke, Imhoff, and Hoyer (2015) surveyed community members across two 

studies in Germany and the USA in order to examine levels of stigmatization towards 
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‘pedophiles’. They reported that a majority of participants associated the ‘pedophile’ label 

with the concepts of fear and danger. Pedophiles were also subject punitive judgments about 

social distance (i.e., befriending behavior) and criminal sentencing. In relation to punishment 

judgments, Jahnke et al. (2015) reported that approximately half of participants believed 

pedophiles should be incarcerated, and 14-27% advocated the view that they would be better 

dead, despite being explicitly informed that the person in question had never been convicted 

of a criminal offense. 

 

4.4. Section summary and future directions 

Building on the review of factors that underpin attitudes and perceptions (Section 3), 

the research literature around the malleability and manipulation of attitudes towards sexual 

offenders indicates that addressing stereotypes is an important practice. In the published work 

about influencing the attitudes of professionals working with sexual offenders, the length of 

training programs appears to be a key consideration (Simon & Arnaut, 2011). This issue is 

mirrored within the work on changing social attitudes, with a number of studies having failed 

to bring about substantial attitudinal changes based upon single exposures to experimental 

stimuli (Kleban & Jeglic, 2012; Malinen et al., 2014). 

The activation of emotionally-charged stereotypes, particularly around the sexual abuse 

of children (‘pedophilia’, within the popular lexicon), emerges in the recent literature as an 

important process in guiding societal and personal responses to sexual crime (Harper & 

Hogue, 2014; Imhoff, 2015; Jahnke et al., 2015). Within the context of Gawronski and 

Bodenhausen’s (2006) Associative-Propositional Evaluation model and its relation to attitude 

change, the proliferation of such stereotypes within the mainstream media (Harper & Hogue, 

2015b; King & Roberts, 2015) may contribute to the development of deeply-held implicit 

theories about who ‘sexual offenders’ typically are (Harper & Bartels, in press). As suggested 
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by Malinen et al. (2014), this may mean that a cultural shift in the ways in which sexual 

crime is discussed within the media may be needed in order to address these societally-held 

stereotypes. 

Section 3.4 offered some suggestions for future research into the psychological factors 

underpinning attitudes towards sexual offenders. We argue that this theoretical work will be 

of great importance when researchers come to work on novel ways of influencing attitudes 

towards sexual offenders. However, these approaches can only be accurately formulated once 

studies have developed theoretical frameworks for examining these constructs.  

 

5. Why are attitudes and perceptions about sexual offenders important? 

As highlighted in the introduction to this review, attitudes towards sexual offenders 

have been implicated as influencing a number of areas related to the successful reintegration 

of sexual offenders into the community (Willis et al., 2010). However, there has been little 

attention paid to the role of attitudes within clinical contexts. Additionally, Willis et al.’s 

(2010) review came before recent theoretical developments into the sexual offending 

desistance process (Göbbels, Ward, & Willis, 2012). As such, a more recent examination of 

the importance of studying attitudes in these contexts is warranted. 

 

5.1. Attitudes towards sexual offenders and clinical practice 

Within the clinical psychology literature, and emerging in the area of offender 

rehabilitation, the modality of treatment provision (i.e., cognitive-behavioral therapy vs. 

psychotherapy vs. person-centered approaches, etc.) is argued to be of less importance than 

the therapeutic alliance between clients and practitioners (Blow, Sprenkle, & Davis, 2007; 

Duncan, Miller, & Sparks, 2004; Ward & Brown, 2004). With this in mind, it may be the 

case that treatment providers’ attitudes and perceptions about sexual offenders have an 

ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/227075177_Desistance_and_Attitudes_Towards_Sex_Offenders_Facilitation_or_Hindrance?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-f06e36b3ab3edd13bf13001c6aba198c-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMjU3NzQ2NztBUzo0NTI2NjIxMzYxODQ4MzJAMTQ4NDkzNDQ3MTc3MA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/257525476_An_integrative_theory_of_desistance_from_sex_offending?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-f06e36b3ab3edd13bf13001c6aba198c-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMjU3NzQ2NztBUzo0NTI2NjIxMzYxODQ4MzJAMTQ4NDkzNDQ3MTc3MA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/262583509_Might_informative_media_reporting_of_sexual_offending_influence_community_members'_attitudes_towards_sex_offenders?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-f06e36b3ab3edd13bf13001c6aba198c-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMjU3NzQ2NztBUzo0NTI2NjIxMzYxODQ4MzJAMTQ4NDkzNDQ3MTc3MA==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/6238378_Is_Who_Delivers_the_Treatment_More_Important_than_the_Treatment_Itself_The_Role_of_The_Therapist_in_Common_Factors?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-f06e36b3ab3edd13bf13001c6aba198c-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzMxMjU3NzQ2NztBUzo0NTI2NjIxMzYxODQ4MzJAMTQ4NDkzNDQ3MTc3MA==


AC
C

EP
TE

D
 M

AN
U

SC
R

IP
T

ATTITUDES TOWARDS SEXUAL OFFENDERS 28 

 

important impact on their clinical work, particularly as a responsivity issue (e.g., the 

therapeutic relationship). 

Blagden et al. (2014) used Dweck’s (2000) ‘entity’ and ‘incremental’ implicit theory 

dichotomy to assess whether forensic professionals believed offending behavior to be fixed or 

changeable, respectively. Blagden et al. (2014) reported a positive association (r = .50) 

between ATS scores and incremental implicit theories, indicating that positive attitudes 

towards sexual offenders were associated with the belief that offenders do have the potential 

to eventually desist from crime (see also Harper & Bartels (in press) who replicated this 

finding). 

Hogue (2015) reported findings from a recent study that examined the relationship 

between attitudes towards sexual offenders and risk judgments within a sample of licensed 

forensic professionals. A significant negative correlation (r = -.32) was found between ATS-

21 scores and risk judgments. Similar correlation coefficients were also reported in relation to 

the ‘Intent’ and ‘Social Distance’ factors of the ATS-21 measure. Interpreting these 

relationships, higher perceptions of sexual offender risk is associated with the belief that 

sexual offending occurs due to high levels of offender intent. Also, an increased perception of 

risk is linked with to greater a desire to be socially distant from sexual offenders. 

Beech and Hamilton-Giachritsis (2005) examined the therapeutic climate within 12 

sexual offender treatment groups in the United Kingdom. They found that group members’ 

belief that the group leader (therapist) was supportive encouraged the fostering of 

interpersonal communication. In turn, this communication within the group was associated 

with increased ratings of group cohesiveness, which was subsequently associated with 

treatment effectiveness (as measured through significant reductions in offense-supportive 

cognitions). These findings are suggestive of the view that the very nature of a supportive 
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therapist undertaking work with sexual offenders can have an indirect positive effect on 

treatment outcomes, highlighting the importance of examining staff attitudes. 

 

5.2. Attitudes towards sexual offenders and social reintegration 

Willis et al. (2010) highlighted the need to understand and address community 

members’ negative attitudes towards sexual offenders within the context of reintegration and 

desistance from crime. They argued that these negative attitudes form the basis of preferences 

for punitive public policies (an assertion supported by Harper & Hogue’s (2015a) PSO 

development data). Willis et al. (2010) drew upon criminological literature around desistance 

from crime (Carlsson, 2011; LeBel et al., 2008; Maruna, 2001; Sampson & Laub, 2003) to 

suggest that societal negativity subsequently acts as a hindrance to successful community 

reintegration. This hindrance takes many forms, such as an inability for sexual offenders to 

obtain adequate accommodation, to access occupational training and/or employment, or to 

forge close personal relationships once they return to the community. 

Drawing on similar literature, Göbbels et al. (2012) formulated the Integrated Theory of 

Desistance from Sexual Offending (ITDSO). This is a four-stage theory describing the 

processes by which sexual offenders transition from incarceration to living a crime-free life. 

Phase one is labeled ‘decisive momentum’ and refers to the stage at which a former sexual 

offender makes a conscious decision that their offending behavior is problematic and needs to 

stop, through processes of self-realization, or as a result of some external catalyst (e.g., a new 

relationship, or changes in life circumstances). In phase two (‘rehabilitation’), the tenets of 

the Good Lives Model of offender rehabilitation (GLM; Ward & Maruna, 2007), strengths-

based approaches (Ward & Mann, 2004), and general desistance-strengthening principles are 

brought together in order to form a coherent view of sexual offender rehabilitation that 

focuses on the successful “reconstruction of the self” (Göbbels et al., 2012, p. 457). The focus 
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here is on providing support for people who want to change their sexual offending behavior 

by helping them develop the skills needed to do so through positive identity restructuring. 

Phase three (‘re-entry’) highlights the importance of an external rehabilitation-reinforcing 

environment, within which people with convictions for sexual offenses can begin to rebuild 

and maintain their new identities as non-offenders. Finally, in phase four (‘normalcy’), these 

individuals fully adopt this new identity, and view themselves as non-offenders. 

The first two phases of the ITDSO focus on clinically-relevant issues, such as readiness 

to change (Prochaska & di Clemente, 1982) and individualized rehabilitation plans. Phases 

three and four, however, adopt a more social perspective, and describe the desistance-

strengthening (or desistance-impeding) influences of the external social environment. 

Göbbels et al. (2012) identified the importance of a rehabilitation-reinforcing social 

environment, such as the maintenance of positive social relationships and a strong non-

offender identity. However, they also point out the difficulties associated with achieving 

these social conditions with a history of sexual offending, through the processes of 

stigmatization, labeling, and strict probation restrictions (see also Jahnke & Hoyer, 2013). As 

such, stigmatization can lead to the internalization of a sexual offender identity (the 

‘condemnation script’; Maruna, 2001). If the final two stages of the ITDSO are not 

successfully managed, then there is a risk that sexual offenders may struggle to accept and 

maintain the identity of a “non-offending member of society” (Farrell & Calverley, 2006, p. 

124), leading to an inflated risk for sexual recidivism. Thus, social conditions are an 

important theoretical component in the process of desisting from sexual offending.  

Elaborating on the tenets of the ITDSO, it could be argued that the prevailing punitive 

consensus around sexual crime acts as a blockage to achieving what Ward and Stewart (2003) 

termed ‘primary human goods’ within the GLM. As a result, the development of what 

Göbbels et al. (2012) term a rehabilitation-reinforcing environment is impeded. Primary 
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human goods form the basis of the GLM and are broadly defined as intrinsic life goals that, if 

pursued and acquired, lead to the “actualization of potentialities that are distinctively human” 

(Ward & Gannon, 2006, p. 83). 

From a cursory examination of the GLM's primary human goods (Purvis, 2010), it is 

clear that addressing the public's negative attitudes and reforming the ways in which sexual 

offenders are managed within the community after serving their criminal sentences are 

important topics to consider when promoting re-entry and normalcy. Lifelong registration 

procedures (and their associated restrictions), for example, limit the opportunities for former 

sexual offenders to achieve the goods of ‘excellence in play’, ‘excellence in work’, or 

‘excellence in agency’, as they are not free to exercise autonomy in relation to where they 

live, socialize, or work. Achieving close ties (and thus the achievement of the primary goods 

of ‘relatedness’ and ‘community’) are also hampered through the effects of the lifelong 

‘sexual offender’ label (Mingus & Burchfield, 2012), as discussed in Section 4.3. Naturally, 

these experiences further limit the opportunities to achieve goods such as ‘inner peace’ and 

‘pleasure’, and have been found in several studies to lead to feelings of hopelessness, self-

stigma, and, in turn, an increased propensity for sexual re-offending (e.g., Jeglic, Calkins, & 

Levenson, 2012; Levenson et al., 2007). 

 

5.3. Section summary 

The literature pertaining to the effect of attitudes on decision-making suggests that the 

endorsement of negative attitudes towards sexual offenders has profound implications for 

clinical and social judgments. Combining the results of Blagden et al. (2014) and Beech and 

Hamilton-Giachritsis (2005), professionals' attitudes towards sexual offenders may influence 

(and be reflected in) the therapeutic climate of treatment groups, which may have an impact 

on treatment outcomes. The relationships between attitudes and risk judgments reported by 
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Hogue (2015) are perhaps more worrying from a human rights perspective, as these 

judgments have implications for sentencing and parole recommendations. 

At the societal level, public attitudes towards sexual offenders may have profound 

effects at a number of levels. As highlighted in previous sections of this review, media outlets 

both inform and enhance public attitudes, leading to a self-fulfilling cycle of hostility and 

negativity. This cycle is related to several issues, including legislative discussions (Harper & 

Hogue, 2014), support for punitive and restrictive policy positions (Koon-Magnin, 2015; 

Levenson et al., 2007), and the stigmatization of sexual offenders (Jahnke et al., 2015; Willis 

et al., 2010). 

Research clearly shows that different professional groups hold varying attitudes 

towards sexual offenders (e.g., Hogue, 1993), and that these attitudes may impact on 

professional judgments and decision-making (e.g., Blagden et al., 2015; Hogue, 2015). While 

this is interesting, there has been virtually no explicit consideration of how differences in 

such attitudes may have an impact on criminal justice procedures and clinical practice. We 

argue that the holding of strong negative (or positive) attitudes towards sexual offenders may 

have a disproportionate impact on professional decision-making. This is critically important 

as differences in the personal attitudes of the professionals involved in these processes (e.g., 

judges, psychologists, nurses etc.) should not determine the outcome or management of 

individual cases. 

Individual differences in attitudes towards sexual offenders may also have an impact in 

clinical settings. Strong negative attitudes are likely to impact on treatment efficacy and 

therapeutic alliance, through therapists’ attitudes inhibiting the development of good 

therapeutic alliance which is critical for the implementation of effective treatment (e.g., 

Beech & Hamilton-Giachritsis, 2005). At the same time, if attitudes are too positive then this 

may have an impact on the maintaining appropriate professional boundaries (Hamilton, 
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2010), which has a critical impact on the security and safety of institutions and decision-

making around risk. There is some evidence that extreme of attitudes towards sexual 

offenders impact negatively on the behavior of staff working with sexual offenders (Hogue & 

Mann, 2000). Many organizations have put systems in place to support staff working with 

sexual offenders, with these professionals often experiencing high levels of stress and 

burnout (Kadambi & Truscott, 2003; Shelby, Stoddart, & Taylor, 2001). As such, pre-

existing attitudes might be an important consideration in staff selection processes. 

Risk judgments about violence have been found to be strongly related to how the 

professional feels about the patient (e.g., Dernevik, Falkeim, Holmqvist, & Sandell, 2001), 

and recent preliminary findings suggest that the attitudes of qualified forensic professionals 

has a significant impact on risk judgments of sexual offenders (Hogue, 2015). Further work is 

required to better understand the impact that attitudes may have on clinical decision-making. 

This might include research being conducted into sentencing and appeal decisions, selection 

and admission for treatment, judgments about clinical progress and treatment need, parole 

and release judgments, and the development and enactment of effective community 

resettlement plans (Willis & Grace, 2009). 

The overarching implication of attitudes towards sexual offenders in relation to clinical 

and social decision-making is that such attitudes can have a profound impact on the treatment 

and reintegration of people with sexual convictions, which aligns with the assumptions of the 

ITDSO (Göbbels et al., 2012). By not addressing such negativity effectively, there is a danger 

of impeding sexual offenders’ reintegration prospects, and thus indirectly increasing their risk 

of recidivism. 
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6. Conclusions 

 

6.1. Sexual crime as a public health issue 

Sexual crime has been identified as a “silent-violent epidemic” for more than two 

decades (American Medical Association, 1995), with major organizations advocating for 

interventions before a crime has been committed via primary and secondary prevention 

initiatives (e.g., Association for the Treatment of Sexual Abusers, 2011). Schemes that 

encourage men who are have (and are concerned about) inappropriate sexual thoughts about 

children to come forward for anonymous treatment and counseling, such as Project 

Prevention Dunkelfeld (Beier et al., 2009; Beier et al., 2016), have been found to be 

successful in preventing cases of sexual abuse (Beier et al., 2015). 

At present, mainstream responses and interventions for sexual crime take place ‘after-

the fact’, and focus primarily on addressing the issues that contributed to the offender’s 

commission of the crime, and the resultant trauma experienced by the victim. By adopting a 

more proactive approach that seeks to intervene before an offense has taken place, it may be 

possible to improve the life prospects of many people. Potential sexual offenders, for 

instance, would receive treatment before committing a crime, meaning that they can avoid 

being labeled and subjected to harsh restrictions on their liberty. Potential victims also 

benefit, as they can potentially avoid the trauma of being subjected to sexual abusive 

behavior. 

Consistent with arguments advanced by the Association for the Treatment of Sexual 

Abusers (2011), the prevention of sexual crime should be considered a public health issue. 

Adopting such an approach requires a cultural change in how potential sexual offenders are 

viewed within modern societies. For example, potential sexual offenders who are struggling 

with their sexual urges must feel comfortable to come forward to seek help, and a shift in 
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social attitudes will be key in achieving this level of confidence. It is this issue – influencing 

public attitudes such that people understand and are comfortable in the knowledge that 

potential ‘sexual offenders’ are able to live law-abiding lives – that should be the focus of 

researchers examining public attitudes towards sexual offenders. 

 

6.2. Developing research into attitudes towards sexual offenders 

This review has presented a comprehensive overview of the currently available 

literature in the area of attitudes towards sexual offenders. While this is an ever-developing 

area of academic inquiry, there are a number of pertinent factors that researchers in this area 

should consider when formulating and conducted research programs with the above focus in 

mind. 

Throughout Section 2, we highlighted a range of standardized self-report measures that 

are used in this area. However, there have been some examples whereby standardized 

instructions for using these measures have not been correctly implemented. Studies such as 

Kleban and Jeglic (2012) highlight the importance of scoring and interpreting attitudinal 

measures correctly. This is an issue in several studies (e.g., Johnson et al., 2007; Radley, 

2011; Sanghara & Wilson, 2006). Having inconsistently-scored studies using the same 

measures within the same body of literature makes it particularly difficult to compare scores 

between the samples recruited by different researchers. For example, the mean ATS score 

attributed to members of the public by Johnson et al. (2007) was almost equivalent to the 

scores attributed to sexual offenders in Hogue’s (1993) original development paper. Taking 

these scores at face value could lead to erroneous interpretations being drawn about particular 

groups’ attitudes towards sexual offenders, or indeed about the societal view about sexual 

crime. These researchers score ATS items from 1-5 (not 0-4, as advised by Hogue, 1993), 
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meaning that attitudes within their samples appeared to be substantially more positive than 

they would have if the measure was scored correctly. 

The addition of the PSO measure (Harper & Hogue, 2015a) to the literature offers an 

opportunity to develop and apply a conceptually clear and consistent experimental paradigm 

in this area of research. That is, the ATS-21 offers a comprehensive assessment of attitudes 

towards sexual offenders (consistent with the tripartite view of attitudes advanced by 

Breckler, 1984). After gathering these baseline attitudinal data, researchers can use 

experimental stimuli (e.g., offense vignettes), and administer the PSO as an outcome measure 

to examine the impact of such stimuli while controlling for baseline attitudinal orientations. 

As highlighted in Section 2.4, there has been little use of indirect attitudinal assessment 

procedures, despite these having great potential to uncover attitudes that are less affected by 

external factors such as socially-desirable responding (Banse & Imhoff, 2013). Moreover, 

there are some emerging methodological advances in the area of indirect assessment that may 

be beneficial to researchers, particularly those interested in examining real-time decision-

making processes related to sexual crime. Most established indirect attitudinal measures use 

reaction times to assess the speed in which someone makes a decision (including Malinen et 

al. (2014), who are they only researchers to date to publish results using indirect measures in 

this area of research). However, new technologies (e.g., MouseTracker; Freeman & Ambady, 

2010) allow researchers to examine the competition between two competing response options 

(e.g., ‘positive’ and ‘negative’) in real-time. By using this type of paradigm, it may be 

possible to detect differences in the levels of ambivalence between two response options in 

spite of no differences in crude response times (as reported by Malinen et al., 2014). As such, 

we argue that scholars in this area should adopt these developing technologies in future 

research projects. 
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Away from methodological considerations, we argue that an increased research focus is 

required in order to elucidate the potential implications of particular attitudinal orientations 

on social and clinical decision-making processes with regards to the sentencing, treatment, 

and post-conviction management of sexual offenders. This area of research is currently 

atheoretical. That is, there are a number of studies that have examined between-groups 

differences in ATS/CATSO scores, but very little work has been conducted in order to 

understand these differences from the perspective of underlying psychological processes. In 

the summary of Section 3 of this review, we offered a range of suggestions for developing 

research into the underlying psychological mechanisms that may lead to the development and 

expression of certain attitudinal orientations in relation to sexual offenders. Some research 

has already begun in this regard, with Harper & Bartels (in press) examining the role of 

entity-based implicit theories in punitive attitudes and responses to sexual offenders. There 

has also recently been a number of studies looking at the effects of labels in driving decision-

making in this area (Harris & Socia, 2014; Imhoff, 2015).  

These studies all appear to converge around the idea that examining attitudes towards 

sexual offenders using a dual-process approach may be an appropriate theoretical orientation 

to adopt. The issues highlighted through Sections 2 and 3 of this review indicate that the 

breaking down of stereotypes and the dispelling of myths about sexual offenders should be 

among the top priorities for researchers in this area. These constructs are conceptually similar 

to how Tversky and Kahneman (1974) framed their work on the ‘representativeness 

heuristic’. That is, it can  hypothesized that the extent to which a person holds a fixed idea 

about who a typical ‘sexual offender’ is will guide their judgments about this group (in a 

general sense), as well as views about specific cases of sexual crime. This is the underlying 

premise behind the promising results reported in Harper and Bartels’ (in press) study into 

implicit theories, and is certainly an issue that requires further attention. Further, the affect 

ACCEPTED MANUSCRIPT



AC
C

EP
TE

D
 M

AN
U

SC
R

IP
T

ATTITUDES TOWARDS SEXUAL OFFENDERS 38 

 

heuristic is also implicated in moderating attitudes towards sexual offenders, with a number 

of studies arguing that we are led primarily by our automatic emotional reactions to 

contentious issues (e.g., Haidt, 2001; Slovic & Peters, 2006). This is one potentially fruitful 

theoretical framework for attitude researchers to adopt in this area. 

 

6.3. Concluding remarks 

Attitudes towards sexual offenders play an important role in the development of social 

practices around the treatment and management of sexual offenders, as well as having 

substantial implications within clinical contexts. The existing literature in this area suggests 

that attitudes and perceptions about sexual offenders may be, at least in part, driven by 

media-proliferated and socially-constructed stereotypes about the types of people that sexual 

offenders are. This assertion is supported by studies reporting more punitive views being 

expressed by participants when asked to make judgments about sexual offenders (in a general 

sense) than in relation to specific counter-stereotypical cases (King & Roberts, 2015; Salerno 

et al., 2010), as well as improved attitudes among participants with practical working 

experience with sexual offenders, or those endorsing fewer stereotypes (Gakhal & Brown, 

2011; Hogue, 1993; Sanghara & Wilson, 2006). 

It is proposed that the most fruitful way to improve attitudes towards sexual offenders 

is to examine the context of people’s stereotypical images of sexual offenders, and to 

challenge these through the presentation of humanized exemplars. By doing this, sexual 

offenders can be presented in such a way as to be seen as people, rather than a monstrous 

‘other’. The goal of this research area should be to facilitate the development of a social 

environment within which reactionary punitive responses are replaced by empirically-based 

discussions about reducing sexual victimization through the prevention of sexual 

(re)offending.  
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Highlights 

 There is inconsistency in the measurement of attitudes towards sexual offenders 

 Exposure to sexual offenders is the best-supported factor for influencing attitudes 

 Attitudes towards sexual offenders are malleable in the short-term, though evidence 

for long-term effects are lacking 

 Attitudes towards sexual offenders are important in clinical and societal contexts 

 The prevention of sexual crime should be considered a public health issue  
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