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Abstract
Although a very small group of adolescents adjudicated for sexual offending 
(ASO) will persist into adulthood, the use of official records of sexual 
recidivism after long-term follow-up periods underrates the repetition 
of sexually coercive behaviors during adolescence. Additionally, limited 
research has considered sexual reoffending as a criterion to classify this 
heterogeneous population. The aims of this study were to determine the 
prevalence of ASO who engaged in repetitive sexual offending before 
their adjudication, and to use it as a classification criterion to examine 
the differential characteristics associated with each group. A sample of 73 
adjudicated ASO in Spain was examined. They were divided into sexual 
reoffenders (SR) (n = 34) and sexual nonreoffenders (SNR) (n = 39). An ex 
post facto research design was carried out. Assessments included reviews 
of official files, interviews with professionals in charge, and interviews with 
the ASO in which the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI) was administered. 
Descriptive analyses were conducted for all variables and Odds Ratio (OR) 
was used to compare intergroup differences. Results showed that SR had 
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12.95 times the odds of sexual victimization, 6.91 times the odds of having 
lived in a sexualized family environment, and 3 times the odds of bullying 
victimization. Deviant sexual fantasies were exclusively present among SR 
(44%). Significant differences between groups were also found in some 
sexual crime variables but not on the empathy scale. These results have 
implications for the distinction between ASO who have repeatedly engaged 
in sexually coercive behavior and those who engaged in a single event of 
sexual offending. The identification of specific risk factors and criminogenic 
needs for each group would benefit court decisions and more tailored 
interventions.

Keywords
adolescent sexual offending, repetitive sexual offending, sexual development, 
risk factor, empathy 

Introduction

Research about adolescents adjudicated for sexual offending (ASO) has 
widely explored the heterogeneity of this population to identify differential 
characteristics between subgroups (Cale et al., 2016; Fox & DeLisi, 2018). In 
this sense, the classification criteria to establish subgroups of ASO are varied 
among studies. Some of the most commonly used have been those concern-
ing victim’s age (Keelan & Fremouw, 2013; Lillard et al., 2020), additional 
nonsexual offenses (Butler & Seto, 2002; Zeng et al., 2015), offenders’ per-
sonality profiles (Newman et al., 2019; Oxnam & Vess, 2008), and number of 
offenders (Hart-Kerkhoffs et al., 2009; Kjellgren et al., 2006). These classifi-
cations have provided a useful framework to identify different characteris-
tics, etiological factors, trajectories of offending, and treatment needs (Rajlic 
& Gretton, 2010). More precisely, one of the main aims of the studies estab-
lishing subgroups of ASO is to help reduce recidivism risk (Fox & DeLisi, 
2018; Kemper & Kistner, 2010). But limited research has used sexual reoff-
ending as a criterion to classify this population (Kenny et al., 2001).

Recidivism itself has been a major focus of research on ASO (Caldwell, 
2016; Kettrey & Lipsey, 2018). Several studies have tried to quantify recidi-
vism rates as well as to identify those risk factors that could be associated with 
sexual and general reoffending among ASO, with relevant findings (Calleja, 
2015; Christiansen & Vincent, 2013; Mallie et al., 2011; Worling & Langstrom, 
2006). What seems to be largely demonstrated is that ASO are much more 
likely to reoffend nonsexually than sexually (Caldwell, 2010; Kettrey & 
Lipsey, 2018; Newman et al., 2019). Prospective studies have evidenced that 
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juvenile sex offending is limited to the adolescence stage and only a very small 
group will persist into adulthood (Christiansen & Vincent, 2013; Lussier & 
Blokland, 2014; Lussier et al., 2012). However, the concept and the measure-
ment of sexual recidivism has some implications that should be emphasized.

The Definition of Recidivism

The definition of general and sexual recidivism across the existing investiga-
tions usually relies on its legal concept. Researchers frequently use official 
records to quantify rates of recidivism, although different official data, such 
as arrests, charges, and convictions, can be found throughout different studies 
(Mallie et al., 2011). Moreover, recidivism is usually assessed after follow-up 
periods, ranging from some months to several years (Caldwell, 2016). 
Consequently, depending on the follow-up interval, sexual recidivism is mea-
sured, in some cases, when ASO are still in their adolescence while other 
findings are related to adult sexual reoffending. In any case, the vast majority 
of recent research on ASO reveals rates of sexual recidivism below 10% 
(Caldwell, 2016; Cale et al., 2016; Calleja, 2015; Christiansen & Vincent, 
2013; Fanniff et al., 2017; Newman et al., 2019; Ozkan et al., 2020).

However, due to the particularities of the sexual violence, the age of the 
offenders, and the characteristics of some of their victims (e.g., children, 
family-related), some of these offenses go unreported to authorities (Abbey, 
2005). Consequently, the use of official records to quantify sexual recidivism 
(i.e., new criminal offenses) usually leads to underestimating the actual rates 
of the repetition of this behavior, which can be relatively stable during ado-
lescence (Caldwell, 2010). The majority of youth who engage in sexually 
coercive behavior are never officially detected (Caldwell, 2007), and some of 
those who are detected and classified as first offenders using official reports 
could be undetected sexual reoffenders (Worling & Curwen, 2000).

For these reasons, it is important to measure not only official records of 
recidivism, but also the information from professionals and adolescents’ self-
reported data on undetected events of sexual violence. This would provide a 
more accurate approach to the rates of sexually coercive behaviors commit-
ted by ASO over the time leading up to their adjudication. This proposed 
conceptualization does not conflict with the legal assessment of recidivism 
and may provide complementary and encouraging findings.

Risk Factors Related to Sexual Recidivism

Some authors have concluded that the risk factors that contribute to the com-
mission of a first sexual offense might differ from the risk factors that lead to 
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sexual reoffending (Mallie et al., 2011; McCann & Lussier, 2008; Ozkan et 
al., 2020). There are some empirically supported risk factors for sexual reof-
fending in ASO. The most strongly evidenced are those related to the pres-
ence of deviant sexual interests (towards children or violence), prior legal 
sanctions for sexual offenses, sexual offending against two or more victims, 
sexual offenses against stranger victims, and social isolation (Fanniff et al., 
2017; Worling & Langstrom, 2006). Moreover, evidence about other vari-
ables that might predict sexual recidivism, such as deviant sexual fantasies 
with children (Worling & Curwen, 2000), having been sexually victimized 
during childhood (Mallie et al., 2011), having deviant sexual experiences 
(Kenny et al., 2001), lack of school attendance, previous nonsexual offenses, 
and sexual offending against children (Christiansen & Vincent, 2013) has 
been found.

However, this evidence has resulted from research that assessed risk fac-
tors related to officially detected sexual recidivism. Following the previously 
presented nuances about the assessment of undetected events of sexual vio-
lence, it may be informative clinically and in terms of risk management to 
identify the risk factors that are present among those ASO who have repeated 
undetected sexually coercive behaviors before their contact with the juvenile 
justice system and among those who have committed only one sexual offense. 
This might also be useful to understand differential sexual offending trajecto-
ries (Cale et al., 2016).

Purpose of the Present Study

Numerous investigations have been focused on ASO recidivism risk, the 
majority of them attempting to identify the risk factors that have led to sexual 
reoffending after a period of time. However, there is a research gap in the 
classification of ASO according to whether or not they have repeated unde-
tected sexually coercive behaviors before their adjudication. An analysis of 
adjudicated and nonadjudicated sexually coercive behaviors is important for 
a more comprehensive understanding of ASO (Riser et al., 2013). Thus, the 
identification in the present study of the sexual offenses that have not been 
officially reported or convicted might reveal a more accurate description of 
this sample of ASO.

The main aims of this study were, first, to determine the prevalence rate of 
undetected sexually coercive behaviors among a sample of adjudicated ASO. 
This would allow distinguishing those ASO who have been engaged in differ-
ent events of sexually coercive behavior before their official detection (even 
if not adjudicated for all of them) from those who have committed a single 
sexual offense (which led to their adjudication). The second aim was to 
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compare ASO subgroups—sexual reoffenders (SR) and sexual non-reoffend-
ers (SNR)—to examine whether differential characteristics and risk factors 
may be associated with each group (with particular focus on sexual develop-
ment-related variables). By improving the knowledge of the characteristics of 
SR and SNR, differential treatment needs can be identified by which to 
develop more tailored treatment programs.

Method

Participants

The sample consisted of 73 male ASO between 14 and 18 years of age (M = 
15.68, SD = 1.12) who were serving a sentence after committing a sexual 
offense. According to the Spanish law, sexual offenses were as follows: sex-
ual aggression—with violence or intimidation—(58.2%), sexual abuse—
without violence or intimidation and without victim’s consent—(36.3%), 
child pornography (2.2%), exhibitionism (1.1%), sexual harassment (1.1%), 
and prostitution and corruption of minors (1.1%). The sample was gathered 
in various Spanish cities from custodial facilities (72.6%) as well as from 
community-based programs (27.4%). Of the total sample, 43 participants 
(59%) were Spanish, and 30 (41%) were of non-Spanish origin.

Sample inclusion criteria were (a) being sentenced for committing a sex-
ual offense between 14 and 18 years of age, (b) voluntarily participating in 
the study, and (c) having the capacity to read and understand Spanish.

The initial sample was composed of 102 ASO but 29 of them (28.4%) 
refused to participate. The participants were divided into two groups depend-
ing on the number of different events of coercive sexual behavior that they 
had committed before their adjudication, although not all of these episodes 
were officially reported. To identify how many times the ASO had performed 
such behavior, information was collected from official files, self-reports, and 
the professionals in charge.

Thus, the participants were assigned to the SR group when they had com-
mitted more than one event of sexually coercive behavior (n = 34). The crite-
ria for including the participants in this group were (a) committing various 
events of sexually coercive behavior at different time points towards the 
same victim and/or (b) committing one event of sexually coercive behavior at 
different time points towards different victims. None of the participants com-
mitted a sexual offense towards two or more victims at the same time, so this 
was not evaluated. On the other hand, the group of SNR was composed of 
those ASO who had committed a single event of coercive sexual behavior for 
which they were adjudicated (n = 39). Taking into account these criteria, 
some participants could have only one sexual offense on their official 
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criminal records but still be considered as SR because they had previously 
committed more than one event of sexually coercive behavior.

Assessment Measures

Coding manual
A coding manual was created to collect information from multiple sources. 
The major categories and variables contained are described below.

Family characteristics. Parental marital status, separation from parents 
during childhood (if an interruption to the relationship between the ASO and 
one or both parents during childhood occurred for a period of at least 4 
months under circumstances of family conflict, death, abandonment, or 
events such as parents’ imprisonment, hospitalization, or child institutional-
ization), maltreatment history (physical violence, emotional violence, sexual 
violence, and/or neglect by a family member), exposure to violence towards 
women, living in a dysfunctional household (if the presence of one or more 
of the following was detected: home instability, many and different people 
living with the family, habitual changes of caregivers, nonstable adult fig-
ures, and habitual family conflict), and Child Welfare System involvement.

School progress. School absenteeism and/or dropout, school year repeti-
tion (once or more), disruptive behavior at school (violent and nonviolent 
towards teachers and/or classmates), and the presence of bullying (perpe-
trated or suffered) at school.

Psychiatric history and substance use. Previous psychiatric diagnosis, 
regular substance consumption (drugs and alcohol), and age at the onset of 
substance consumption.

Interpersonal relationships and sexual conduct. Engagement in antisocial 
behavior with his group of friends, age at first consensual sexual intercourse, 
consensual sexual intercourse before committing the sexual crime, partner 
relationship before the sexual crime, and having a partner when committing 
the sexual crime.

Sexual development-related variables. Sexually victimized during child-
hood, early consensual sexual intercourse with a similar-age partner (before 
age 13), exposure to inappropriate sexual behavior in the family environment 
during childhood, beginning of pornography consumption at an early age 
(before age 12), and the presence of deviant sexual fantasies (with violence 
or with children at least four years younger).

Sexual offense characteristics. Age at first sexual crime, type of offense 
(according to Spanish law), use of physical violence during the offense (instru-
mental or expressive), crime planning (planned or impulsive), place of commis-
sion (public, private, or Internet), and number of offenders (individual or group).
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Victim characteristics. Victim’s age (child [the victim was at least four 
years younger than offender], peer [up to four years younger or older], or adult 
[the victim was more than four years older than the offender]), victim’s gender 
(male or female), previous relationship (family, acquaintance, or stranger).

Criminal history information. Obtained from official criminal records, 
from juveniles’ self-report, and the interviews with the professionals in 
charge. Previous sexual and nonsexual offenses were coded both when they 
were officially reported or when, without official records, additional episodes 
of sexually coercive behaviors were self-reported by the ASO or informed by 
the professionals in charge.

Empathy Self-Report
The Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI) (Davis, 1980; Spanish version of 
Pérez-Albéniz et al., 2003) is a 28-item self-report instrument that measures 
empathy from a multidimensional perspective, which includes emotional and 
cognitive components. It comprises four subscales: perspective taking (PT), 
fantasy (FS), empathic concern (EC), and personal distress (PD). Each sub-
scale contains 7 items scored using a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 0 
(does not describe me well) to 4 (describes me very well). Scores on each 
scale can range from 0 to 28, with lower scores indicating lower levels of 
empathy. The combination of the PT and FS scales assesses cognitive aspects, 
while the EC and PD scales evaluate the emotional reaction. The Spanish 
adaptation revealed internal consistency with alpha coefficients ranging from 
.67 to .80 (Pérez-Albéniz et al., 2003).

Procedure

An ex post facto research design was used to compare two groups of ASO 
(SR and SNR) and to explore the risk factors, sexual crime characteristics, 
and empathy.

All of the 17 Spanish Juvenile Justice System authorities from each 
Autonomous Region were asked to participate in the study. Of the total num-
ber of authorities, seven gave permission to conduct the study and signed a 
collaboration agreement. Ethical approval for the data collection was obtained 
separately through the seven Juvenile Justice System authorities. Prior to 
inclusion in the study, informed consent was obtained from juveniles over 18 
years old, and from juveniles’ parents or legal guardians when they were 
under the age of 18.

Once the sample was selected using the previously described criteria, data 
collection was carried out. The first author used three different sources to col-
lect data over three sessions: (a) a review of the individual case files, (b) an 
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individual interview with the professionals in charge (psychologists and 
social workers), and (c) an individual semistructured interview and the 
administration of the IRI self-report with each ASO. Data gathering took 
place from January 2013 to December 2015.

Data Analysis

Descriptive analyses were conducted for all variables. The intergroup differ-
ences between SR and SNR were analyzed using the chi-square (χ2) test 
(Yates’ correction for continuity was used when expected frequencies were 
smaller than 5) or Student’s t test, depending on the type of the variables. The 
effect sizes (ES) were estimated through the Phi coefficient (Φ; for 2 × 2 
contingency tables), Cramer’s V, and Cohen’s d. Effect sizes for Phi, V, and d 
were interpreted as follows: 0.10-0.29 (small), 0.30-0.49 (medium), and ≥ 
0.50 (large) (Cohen, 1988). When variables reached statistically significant 
differences between groups, Odds Ratio (OR) was used. OR allows compar-
ing the relative odds of the occurrence of an outcome (belonging to SR or 
SNR group), given exposure to the variable of interest. The interpretation of 
OR was as follows: OR = 1 means that exposure does not affect odds of out-
come, OR > 1 means that exposure is associated with higher odds of out-
come, and OR < 1 means that exposure is associated with lower odds of 
outcome (Szumilas, 2010). A difference of p < .05 was considered signifi-
cant. All the statistical analyses were carried out using SPSS 25.0.

Results

The prevalence rate of ASO who engaged in repetitive sexually coercive 
behaviors before their adjudication was 46.58% (n = 34). The mean age of SR 
(M = 15.38, SD = 1.10) and SNR (M = 15.72, SD = 1.17) at the time of the 
adjudicated sexual offense did not reach significant differences (p = .207). 
Additionally, no significant differences between groups in terms of national-
ity were found (p = .823).

Table 1 shows that no significant group differences were found in the 
family-characteristics-related variables. Most ASO, both SR and SNR, 
lived in dysfunctional households, lived separated from their parents at 
some point of their childhood, and were victims of different types of intra-
family maltreatment.

Regarding school background, as shown in Table 2, the variables that 
reached significant differences were those related to the presence of bullying. 
SR were more likely to have been victims of bullying (OR = 3), and SNR had 
more prevalence of bullying perpetration (OR = 3.25).
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Table 1 shows that no significant group differences were found in the 
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some point of their childhood, and were victims of different types of intra-
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Table 1. Family Characteristics and Background.

Total 
Sample 

(N = 73)

Sexual 
Reoffenders 

(n = 34)

Sexual Non-
reoffenders

(n = 39)

N % n % n % χ2(1) p Φ
Child welfare 
system 
involvement

32 43.84 15 44.12 17 43.59 0.00 .964 .01

Dysfunctional 
household

62 84.93 27 79.41 35 89.74 1.51 .218 .14

Separation 
from parents 
during 
childhood

59 80.82 26 76.47 33 84.62 0.78 .378 .10

Exposure 
to violence 
towards 
women

28 38.36 15 44.12 13 33.33 0.89 .345 .11

Childhood 
maltreatment

62 84.93 28 82.35 34 87.18 0.33 .565 .07

Physical 28 38.36 12 35.29 16 41.03 0.25 .615 .06

Emotional 62 84.93 28 82.35 34 87.18 0.33 .565 .07

Neglect 57 78.08 25 73.53 32 82.05 0.77 .380 .10

Note. Φ = phi coefficient (2 × 2 crosstabs). Data indicate the presence of each variable as all 
the variables were dichotomously categorized (presence/absence).

Table 2. School Related, Antisocial Behavior, Mental Illness, and Substance Abuse 
Characteristics.

Total
Sample

(N = 73)

Sexual 
Reoffenders

(n = 34)

Sexual Non-
reoffenders

(n = 39)

N % n % n % χ2(1) p Φ
School 
absenteeism

53 72.60 23 67.65 30 76.92 0.78 .375 .10

Repetition of 
school year

62 84.93 29 85.29 33 84.62 0.01 .936 .01

Disruptive 
behavior at 
school

54 73.97 22 64.71 32 82.05 2.84 .092 .20

(continued)
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Additionally, SNR reported significantly higher rates of antisocial conduct 
committed with their group of friends than did SR (OR = 4.22). No signifi-
cant differences were found in the diagnoses of a psychiatric condition or 
substance consumption (Table 2).

The vast majority of the adolescents had had one or more partner relation-
ships before the adjudicated sexual offense, with no significant differences 
between groups. However, SNR had a significantly higher percentage of con-
sensual sexual intercourse prior to the commission of the sexual offense (OR 
= 8.40) and of having a partner when they committed the sexual crime (OR = 
3.25) than did SR (Table 3).

Results showed that some of the variables related to sexual development 
were significantly different between groups. SR reported significantly higher 
rates of a sexualized family environment (OR = 6.91), sexual victimization 
during childhood (OR = 12.95), and deviant sexual fantasies (44% vs. 0%). 
On the other hand, SNR had significantly higher rates of early consensual 
sexual intercourse before age 13 (OR = 3.59) (Table 3).

Table 4 presents the offense-characteristics-related variables. As can be 
seen, SR presented a significantly higher percentage of sex-only offenders 

Total
Sample

(N = 73)

Sexual 
Reoffenders

(n = 34)

Sexual Non-
reoffenders

(n = 39)

N % n % n % χ2(1) p Φ
Violence 
towards 
classmates/
teachers

45 61.64 18 52.94 27 69.23 2.04 .153 .17

Victim of 
bullying

18 48.65 12 35.29 6 15.38 3.87 .049 .23

Bullying 
perpetrator

19 51.35 5 14.71 14 35.9 4.24 .040 .24

Antisocial 
behavior with 
peers

45 71.43 15 44.12 30 76.92 8.27 .004 .34

Any psychiatric 
diagnosis

19 26.03 10 29.41 9 23.08 0.38 .538 .07

Substance 
abuse

45 61.64 18 52.94 27 69.23 2.04 .153 .17

Note. Φ = phi coefficient (2 × 2 crosstabs). Data indicate the presence of each variable as all 
the variables were dichotomously categorized (presence/absence).

Table 2. continued
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Additionally, SNR reported significantly higher rates of antisocial conduct 
committed with their group of friends than did SR (OR = 4.22). No signifi-
cant differences were found in the diagnoses of a psychiatric condition or 
substance consumption (Table 2).

The vast majority of the adolescents had had one or more partner relation-
ships before the adjudicated sexual offense, with no significant differences 
between groups. However, SNR had a significantly higher percentage of con-
sensual sexual intercourse prior to the commission of the sexual offense (OR 
= 8.40) and of having a partner when they committed the sexual crime (OR = 
3.25) than did SR (Table 3).

Results showed that some of the variables related to sexual development 
were significantly different between groups. SR reported significantly higher 
rates of a sexualized family environment (OR = 6.91), sexual victimization 
during childhood (OR = 12.95), and deviant sexual fantasies (44% vs. 0%). 
On the other hand, SNR had significantly higher rates of early consensual 
sexual intercourse before age 13 (OR = 3.59) (Table 3).

Table 4 presents the offense-characteristics-related variables. As can be 
seen, SR presented a significantly higher percentage of sex-only offenders 
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Table 2. continued
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(they committed only sexual offenses) (OR = 2.86). Meanwhile, SNR were 
sex-plus offenders (they committed both sexual and nonsexual offenses) in a 
significantly higher percentage.

Regarding the characteristics of the sexual offenses, significant differ-
ences were found between groups. SR were more likely to have committed 
the sexual offenses alone (OR = 7.98), previously premeditated (OR = 29.17), 
towards a child (OR = 6.80), and toward family-related victims (OR = 6.82). 
On the other hand, SNR were more likely to have committed the sexual 
offense in group, impulsively, and towards a peer or adult victim. Half of the 
sample used physical violence against the victim, most of it instrumental, 

Table 3. Sexual Behavior and Sexual Development Variables.

Total 
Sample

(N = 73)

Sexual 
Reoffenders

(n = 34)

Sexual 
Non-

reoffenders
(n = 39)

N % n % n % χ2(1) p Φ
Previous partner 
relationship

67 91.78 30 88.24 37 94.87 0.36 .547 .12

Previous sexual 
intercourse

56 76.71 20 58.82 36 92.31 11.40 .001 .39

Had a partner 
when committed 
sexual crime

22 30.14 6 17.65 16 41.03 4.71 .030 .25

Inappropriate 
family sexual 
behavior

19 26.03 15 44.12 4 10.82 10.82 .001 .38

Early 
pornography 
consumption 
(≤12)

51 69.86 25 73.53 26 66.67 0.41 .052 .07

Victim of sexual 
violence

16 21.92 14 41.18 2 5.13 13.79 .000 .43

Deviant sexual 
fantasies

15 20.55 15 44.12 0 0 21.65 .000 .54

Early consensual 
sexual 
intercourse 
(≤13)

31 42.46 9 26.47 22 56.41 6.66 .010 .30

Note. Φ = phi coefficient (2 × 2 crosstabs). Data indicate the presence of each variable as all 
the variables were dichotomously categorized (presence/absence).
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Table 4. Sexual Crime Characteristics.

Total 
Sample

(N = 73)

Sexual 
Reoffenders

(n = 34)

Sexual Non-
reoffenders

(n = 39)

N % n % n % χ2(df) p Φ / V

Other offenses

Sex-only 33 45.21 20 58.82 13 33.33 4.76(1) .029 .25

Sex-plus 40 54.79 14 41.18 26 66.67

Number of 
offenders

One 53 72.60 31 91.18 22 56.41 11.04 
(1)

.001 .39

Two or more 20 27.40 3 8.82 17 43.59

Use of physical 
violencea

No 46 50.55 28 53.85 18 46.15 0.53(1) .468 .08

Yes 45 49.45 24 46.15 21 53.85

Instrumental 38 84.44 22 91.67 16 76.19 1.03(1) .310 .21

Expressive 7 15.56 2 8.33 5 23.81

Place of the 
offensea

Public 49 53.85 29 55.77 20 51.28 0.22(2) .895 .05

Private 38 41.76 21 40.38 17 43.59

Internet 4 4.39 2 3.85 2 5.13

Victim 
approacha

Planned 44 48.35 40 76.92 4 10.26 39.66 
(1)

.000 .66

Impulsive 47 51.65 12 23.08 35 89.74

Victim gender

Female 55 75.34 22 64.71 33 84.62 5.48(2) .064 .27

Male 15 20.55 9 26.47 6 15.38

Both 3 4.11 3 8.82 0 0

Victim agea

Child 31 34.06 26 50 5 12.82 15.13 
(2)

.000 .41

(continued)
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with no significant differences between groups. Finally, no significant differ-
ences were found regarding the victim’s gender and the place of commission 
of the sexual offense.

The scores of the IRI questionnaire revealed no significant differences in 
the level of empathy between groups (Table 5).

Total 
Sample

(N = 73)

Sexual 
Reoffenders

(n = 34)

Sexual Non-
reoffenders

(n = 39)

N % n % n % χ2(df) p Φ / V

Peer 49 53.85 23 44.23 26 66.67

Adult 11 12.09 3 5.77 8 20.51

Victim 
relationshipa

Family 16 17.58 14 26.92 2 5.13 7.42(2) .024 .28

Acquaintance 42 46.15 22 42.31 20 51.28

Stranger 33 36.27 16 30.77 17 43.59

Note. aVariables accounted by number of sexual crimes (n = 91), not by participants: sexual 
reoffenders group included 52 sexual crimes and sexual non-reoffenders group 39. Φ = phi 
coefficient (2 × 2 crosstabs); V = Crammer’s V.

Table 5. Results of Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI).

Total 
Sample 

(N = 73)

Sexual 
Reoffenders 

(n = 34)

Sexual Non-
reoffenders 

(n = 39)

M SD M SD M SD t p d

Total score 60.58 10.38 60.12 11.19 60.97 9.74 0.35 .729 .08

Perspective 
taking

15.84 5.14 14.85 5.71 16.69 4.48 1.54 .127 .36

Fantasy 13.90 5.53 14.68 5.79 13.23 5.28 1.12 .266 .26

Empathic 
concern

19.25 5.13 18.59 5.57 19.82 4.72 1.02 .311 .24

Personal 
distress

11.59 4.20 12.00 3.87 11.23 4.49 0.78 .438 .18

Note. d = Cohen’s d. Total score range: 0-112. Subscales’ score range: 0-28.

Table 4. continued
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Discussion

The findings obtained in this study showed that the classification of ASO in 
terms of the repetition of sexually coercive behaviors before their adjudica-
tion has a promising utility because several differences between SR and SNR 
groups have been found. Moreover, the use of this conceptualization and the 
measurement of the sexually coercive events rate throughout professionals’ 
information and participants’ self-report seems to yield a more accurate inter-
pretation of the dynamics of sexual violence of ASO than the merely legal 
concept of recidivism. The findings of this study are not comparable with 
those studies that rely on official recidivism. Thus, the most relevant differ-
ences between groups will be discussed below.

Current results indicate that ASO who have repeatedly engaged in sexu-
ally coercive behaviors towards the same or different victims before their 
adjudication constitute nearly the half of the sample (46.58%). No direct 
comparisons can be drawn between this rate and those from previous research 
that measures official sexual recidivism (Caldwell, 2016; Fanniff et al., 2017; 
Kettrey & Lipsey, 2018). However, it might be argued that studies that exclu-
sively use official records of recidivism fail to capture the actual rates of 
sexual offenses during adolescence (Caldwell, 2010).

Comparisons between SR and SNR revealed many significant and encour-
aging findings. Family background-related variables did not show differ-
ences between groups. Rates of childhood maltreatment, separation from 
parents, or living in a dysfunctional household are highly prevalent in all 
ASO of the sample. This finding supports that such adverse experiences dur-
ing childhood are related to most of the adolescents who sexually offend 
(Dillard & Beaujolais, 2019; Siria et al., 2020).

Regarding academic context, most of the participants repeated one or 
more school years, presented school absenteeism, and performed disruptive 
behavior at school. In this study, these variables are not significantly more 
prevalent among the SR group, so they might be characteristics common to 
all ASO. It can be reasoned that the adverse household environments in which 
most ASO have grown up may have had detrimental effects on their learning 
process and their conduct at school (Kenny et al., 2001; Seto & Lalumiere, 
2010). What should be pointed out—with caution because of the small effect 
sizes—is that SR had 3 times the odds of being victims of bullying and SNR 
had 3.25 times the odds of being a bullying perpetrator. Because of their rel-
evance, further research with ASO should more precisely consider school 
behavior and academic outcomes.

The sexual development is an essential aspect to consider when ASO are 
assessed (Goulet & Tardif, 2018; Seto & Lalumiere, 2010; Siria et al., 2020). 
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Sexual Non-
reoffenders 

(n = 39)

M SD M SD M SD t p d

Total score 60.58 10.38 60.12 11.19 60.97 9.74 0.35 .729 .08

Perspective 
taking

15.84 5.14 14.85 5.71 16.69 4.48 1.54 .127 .36

Fantasy 13.90 5.53 14.68 5.79 13.23 5.28 1.12 .266 .26

Empathic 
concern

19.25 5.13 18.59 5.57 19.82 4.72 1.02 .311 .24

Personal 
distress

11.59 4.20 12.00 3.87 11.23 4.49 0.78 .438 .18

Note. d = Cohen’s d. Total score range: 0-112. Subscales’ score range: 0-28.

Table 4. continued
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Discussion

The findings obtained in this study showed that the classification of ASO in 
terms of the repetition of sexually coercive behaviors before their adjudica-
tion has a promising utility because several differences between SR and SNR 
groups have been found. Moreover, the use of this conceptualization and the 
measurement of the sexually coercive events rate throughout professionals’ 
information and participants’ self-report seems to yield a more accurate inter-
pretation of the dynamics of sexual violence of ASO than the merely legal 
concept of recidivism. The findings of this study are not comparable with 
those studies that rely on official recidivism. Thus, the most relevant differ-
ences between groups will be discussed below.

Current results indicate that ASO who have repeatedly engaged in sexu-
ally coercive behaviors towards the same or different victims before their 
adjudication constitute nearly the half of the sample (46.58%). No direct 
comparisons can be drawn between this rate and those from previous research 
that measures official sexual recidivism (Caldwell, 2016; Fanniff et al., 2017; 
Kettrey & Lipsey, 2018). However, it might be argued that studies that exclu-
sively use official records of recidivism fail to capture the actual rates of 
sexual offenses during adolescence (Caldwell, 2010).

Comparisons between SR and SNR revealed many significant and encour-
aging findings. Family background-related variables did not show differ-
ences between groups. Rates of childhood maltreatment, separation from 
parents, or living in a dysfunctional household are highly prevalent in all 
ASO of the sample. This finding supports that such adverse experiences dur-
ing childhood are related to most of the adolescents who sexually offend 
(Dillard & Beaujolais, 2019; Siria et al., 2020).

Regarding academic context, most of the participants repeated one or 
more school years, presented school absenteeism, and performed disruptive 
behavior at school. In this study, these variables are not significantly more 
prevalent among the SR group, so they might be characteristics common to 
all ASO. It can be reasoned that the adverse household environments in which 
most ASO have grown up may have had detrimental effects on their learning 
process and their conduct at school (Kenny et al., 2001; Seto & Lalumiere, 
2010). What should be pointed out—with caution because of the small effect 
sizes—is that SR had 3 times the odds of being victims of bullying and SNR 
had 3.25 times the odds of being a bullying perpetrator. Because of their rel-
evance, further research with ASO should more precisely consider school 
behavior and academic outcomes.

The sexual development is an essential aspect to consider when ASO are 
assessed (Goulet & Tardif, 2018; Seto & Lalumiere, 2010; Siria et al., 2020). 
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Current findings showed remarkable differences between groups in the par-
ticipants’ sexual behavior and sexualization process. First, SNR had eight 
times the odds of having had consensual sexual intercourse before commit-
ting the sexual offense. A key point is that 41% of SNR stated that they were 
in a relationship when they committed the sexual offense but none of these 
offenses were committed against their partner. This rate was significantly 
higher, although with a small effect size, than in the SR group. On the other 
hand, sexual victimization during childhood, living in a sexually inadequate 
family environment during childhood, and, especially, the presence of devi-
ant sexual fantasies—which are exclusively present in the group of SR—
were significantly higher in the SR group with medium-large effect sizes. 
These results might be partially related to those of Burton et al. (2011), who 
found that sexual victimization among ASO was linked to early exposure to 
pornography and deviant sexual arousal. Grabell and Knight (2009) found, in 
a sample of ASO, that sexual victimization during childhood and deviant 
sexual fantasies were linked and moderated by the age at which the abuse 
occurred. Nevertheless, more research with larger samples of ASO is needed 
to further assess this relationship. SR had significantly more inappropriate 
and violent sexual experiences during childhood that might have affected 
their sexual development. These experiences should be further evaluated 
along with additional risk factors to analyze their effects on the initial devel-
opment of adolescent sexually coercive behavior (Fox et al., 2015), and on 
the repetition of sexual violence events during adolescence.

Some offense characteristics also showed significant differences between 
groups. SR were more likely to be sex-only offenders, to plan the offense, and 
to commit sexual offenses alone against a child family victim. Conversely, 
SNR had a significantly higher number of additional nonsexual offenses (i.e., 
sex-plus offenders), committed the sexual offenses more often in group, 
without planning, and against peer or adult victims. In relation to the above, 
the fact that SNR had four times the odds of engaging in antisocial conduct 
with their group of friends may lead to expect that this group is engaged in a 
broader range of antisocial behavior than the SR group. It is important to note 
that there were no significant differences in age between the groups when 
they were adjudicated. Hence, SNR did not have more time to commit addi-
tional offenses. In line with Kettrey and Lipsey (2018), it is important to take 
into account these findings to interpret the differential offending trajectories 
of each group of ASO.

Regarding levels of empathy, no significant differences were found 
between SR and SNR. Moreover, both groups’ scores were similar or slightly 
higher than normative samples of adolescents in Spain (Mestre-Escrivá et al., 
2004). In line with Varker et al. (2008), these results support that ASO, 
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whether one timers or repetitive, do not appear to have general empathy defi-
cits. The IRI assesses general empathy but not specific empathy. Therefore, 
future research should examine if ASO have victim-specific empathy deficits 
(Varker et al., 2008).

In summary, the conclusion that can be drawn is that, although the dys-
functional and violent family background is similar for all ASO of the sam-
ple, two behavioral pathways differentiate SR from SNR. The SR group 
showed a more socially inhibited behavior and a higher negative impact on 
their sexual development that has led to a more sexually deviant conduct 
(e.g., deviant sexual fantasies, child victims, family victims, planning the 
sexual offense, and the commission of the sex offenses by himself). These 
characteristics are consistent with Seto and Lalumiere’s (2010) special expla-
nations for adolescent sexual offending. On the other hand, the SNR group 
showed a greater involvement with peers socially and sexually during adoles-
cence, they appeared to associate with delinquent peers, and they exhibited 
generalized patterns of antisocial behavior (e.g., bullying perpetrators, non-
sexual criminal offending, sexually precocious) that also happened to include 
the sexual offense. This presentation appears to reflect the effect of develop-
ing antisocial personality traits, antisocial beliefs and attitudes, and influ-
ences of antisocial peers consistent with the general delinquency explanation 
for adolescent sexual offending (Seto & Lalumiere, 2010).

Limitations

Several limitations need to be taken into consideration in this study. The lim-
ited size of the sample has to be taken into account when interpreting the 
results and does not allow generalizing the results. This research can be con-
sidered a first step in the comparison of SR and SNR, but further research 
with larger samples is needed. Second, the sample was obtained exclusively 
from adjudicated ASO who were serving a sentence due to the severity of the 
committed sexual offense. Hence, results may not be generalizable to all the 
young people who commit less severe sexually coercive behaviors. Third, the 
use of a retrospective design may have biased or underreported important 
information, and no causal links between risk factors and the repetition of 
sexually coercive behaviors can be concluded. Despite the use of multiple 
information sources to identify previous sexual offenses, some of the partici-
pants may have committed more events of sexual violence than those that 
were recorded. However, these missing data are intrinsic in any research 
study. Finally, it was not possible to assess long-term recidivism, which 
would have allowed making comparisons with previous studies and would 
have led to drawing more accurate conclusions.
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Issues of diversity are limited to sex and age in this study. Participants were 
all adolescent males, which can lead to generalizing the results with caution 
to similar samples, but not to female perpetrators or different-aged samples. 
Although we obtained information about nationality, we did not differentiate 
the sample according to this variable because no significant differences 
between SR and SNR groups were found in this variable. Finally, this is one 
of the first studies with an ASO sample carried out in Spain, which makes it 
possible to compare the results internationally with this region. Nonetheless, 
it would be interesting to further investigate whether nationality, culture, and 
other diversity-related issues allow to differentiate the characteristics of ASO.

Conclusion and Implications

This study demonstrates the relevance of examining the classification 
between ASO who have repeatedly committed sexually coercive behaviors 
before their adjudication and those who have engaged in this behavior only 
once because several significant differences have been addressed. Empirical 
data have been provided to better understand the characteristics of this sam-
ple of ASO and the two possible behavioral pathways. As the heterogeneity 
of ASO has been well established (Cale et al., 2016; Newman et al., 2019), 
current findings suggest that the distinction between SR and SNR constitutes 
an emerging research focus for validating this classification with larger sam-
ples. It would help to identify differential treatment needs and provide rele-
vant information to adapt intervention and prevention efforts to each subtype 
to enhance treatment outcomes (Fox & DeLisi, 2018; Newman et al., 2019).

Taking into consideration the presence of specific risk factors in each ASO 
would benefit court decisions, the application of multidisciplinary treatment 
designs, and the monitoring upon release (Newman et al., 2019; Prisco, 2015; 
Riser et al., 2013; Yoder et al., 2016). Given the common historical back-
ground of these juveniles, the final aim of specialized interventions should 
not be interpreted from a reductionist perspective of diminishing long-term 
sexual recidivism. Due to the behavior changes—including psychosexual 
behavior—during adolescence, risk assessments should be applied in short-
term outcomes (Fanniff et al., 2017; Riser et al., 2013). Finally, these inter-
ventions might essentially reinforce the youths’ protective factors and 
individual capacities to minimize the consequences of harm suffered during 
childhood and to reintegrate them familiarly and socially.
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