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ABSTRACT 

Research indicates that 19% of women and 2% of men will have been raped in their lifetime 

(The National Center for Victims of Crime 2018). The most recent literature on sexual offenders 

examines the effectiveness of current sex offender registration and notification laws. However, 

the bulk of the literature on sexual offending addresses the potential risk factors and predictors 

associated with the development of sexual offending, with a niche pocket of research exploring 

the decision-making processes of sex offenders. Only limited research exists with respect to the 

victim-offender relationship, and no research to date has applied rational choice and deterrence 

models to the exploration of the victim-offender relationship. Thus, the current study examines 

1,758 randomly sampled registered sex offender profiles from the official New York State Sex 

Offender Registry database in order to determine whether the victim-offender relationship can 

predict the level of severity and presence of violence in sexual offence cases. While the study 

yields mixed findings, results open the doors for multiple avenues for future research. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

The Rape, Abuse and Incest National Network (2019) estimates that 1 individual is sexually 

assaulted every 92 seconds in the United States. Moreover, 1 out of every 6 women has 

experienced either attempted or completed rape in her lifetime while approximately 3% of 

American men have experienced attempted or completed sexual assault. Similarly, Canadian 

statistics estimate that 1 in 3 Canadian women will experience sexual assault (Ministry of 

Children, Community and Social Services 2019). In Ontario alone, there were 7,979 police-

reported sex offenses in 2012. Rape is the most under-reported crime, with an estimated 63% of 

sexual assaults not reported to police. Among several possible reasons for under-reporting, many 

victims fear they will not be believed, feel ashamed, blame themselves, or fear public scrutiny 

(National Sexual Violence Resource Center 2015; Ministry of Children, Community and Social 

Services 2019). Not only does rape cost the United States more than $127 billion annually, 

victims of sexual crimes are at an increased likelihood of suicidality and depression, with 94% of 

rape victims experiencing post-traumatic stress disorder during the two weeks following the 

assault. Further, 33% of women who are raped consider suicide and 13% attempt suicide. 

Victims are also more prone to anxiety, eating disorders and other mental health problems (Rape, 

Abuse and Incest National Network 2019; Ministry of Children, Community and Social Services 

2019). Additionally, sexual assault victims are more likely to struggle with substance use: victims 

are 3.4 times more likely to use marijuana, 6 times more likely to use cocaine, and 10 times more 

likely to use other major drugs. Sexual violence can also have a tremendous impact on 

relationships, with 38% of victims experiencing work or school problems and 37% experiencing 

family and friendship problems.  

 Given the prevalence of sexual offending and the long-term effects suffered by victims of 

sexual offenses, a vast number of resources have been dedicated to sexual violence research 
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within criminology, and the social sciences in general. The majority of the literature to date 

attempts to explore and explain the risk factors involved in the development of a sexual offender 

(namely a childhood history of abuse—particularly sexual abuse) and subsequent behavioral 

issues utilizing social learning theory. However, the most recent empirical research explores the 

effectiveness of current registration and notification laws while a pocket of other researchers aims 

to outline the decision-making processes and situational factors involved in the commission of a 

sexual assault itself.  

 In addition to the research previously conducted on risk factors, sex offender laws and 

decision-making, a limited number of studies address the victim-offender relationship in the 

context of sexual violence. Thus, while there is scholarly evidence to show that environmental 

factors like abuse can potentially predict future offending, the present study aims to quantitatively 

explore the victim-offender relationship and determine whether a prior relationship can predict 

the presence of violence and the severity involved in a sexual offense.  

In terms of theoretical models, the rational choice perspective assumes that offenders 

present a constrained or bounded degree of rationality and must make choices that will maximize 

potential rewards while minimizing risk. Indeed, offending is understood to be a dynamic, rather 

than static, process in which strategies and decisions fluctuate depending on the individual 

situation. Deterrence theory, specifically the notion of specific deterrence, proposes that an 

offender’s experience with avoiding punishment will impact perceptions of the certainty and 

severity of punishment. In other words, the avoidance of punishment and detection alters the 

perception of risk. These theories suggest that offenders, including sex offenders, make bounded 

rational decisions during the commission of a crime, while taking into account the perceived 

certainty and risk of punishment. The rational choice and deterrence approaches are explored in 

this study  to determine their applicability in investigating victim selection based on relationship 
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proximity, and the possibility that victim selection is a premeditated choice tied to punishment 

avoidance and minimizing of risk.  
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CHAPTER 2: THEORY 

RATIONAL CHOICE PERSPECTIVE 

As its central tenet the rational choice perspective puts forth the notion that individuals who 

commit crimes are not entirely unlike those who do not. The perspective suggests that offender 

decision-making involves a series of decisions and choices that demonstrate a degree of 

rationality (Cornish and Clarke 1986). In this context, rationality is meant to be understood 

through “activities identified by their impersonal, methodological, efficient and logical 

components” (Walsh 1993:40). While the rational choice perspective owes its beginnings to 

criminological research on situational crime prevention (Clarke and Felson 1993; Clarke 1980), 

the theory as we know it is really an amalgamation of research and perspectives from four 

separate disciplines: 1) sociology of deviance; 2) environmental criminology; 3) economics; and 

4) cognitive psychology (Clarke and Cornish 1985; Cornish and Clarke 1986; Clarke and Felson 

1993). This section communicates the theoretical frameworks from which the rational choice 

perspective was derived, along with the nuances and core principles of the framework itself.  

Sociology of Deviance  

In the 1960s sociological theories of deviance that emerged predominantly out of the “Chicago 

School.” (Clarke and Cornish 1985:148). Theories from Becker (1963) and Matza (1964) 

emphasized the “cultural relativity” of definitions of deviance and pointed to the need to 

understand the meaning of deviance from the offender’s perspective, as well as the complicated 

relationships between social control, power, and deviance (Clarke and Cornish 1985:148). 

Further, sociological research and thought alluded to the idea that perhaps, at least in terms of 

instrumental crimes, the overall methods used to earn a living were not necessarily dissimilar, 

regardless of legality. The suggestion that offenders account for potential risks and rewards via 

deterrence theories, as well as the finding that much criminal involvement appears to be episodic, 
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was critical. As Clarke and Cornish note: “Many apparently unpremeditated or impulsive acts of 

violence are in fact the result of intentions formed during the sequence of confrontations between 

offender and victim immediately prior to the incident or even weeks, days beforehand” 

(1985:152). However, the sociological theories of the time were limited in terms of applicability 

for immediate and practical crime control policies (Clarke and Cornish 1985).  

Criminology 

In the 1980s, criminologists began voicing dissatisfaction with the rehabilitative ideal due to its 

apparent failure and the determinism that existed in mainstream theories. This discontent opened 

up discussions emphasizing offenders’ agency and the idea that individuals, irrespective of 

situational and environmental factors, still possessed a semblance of responsibility for their 

actions (Clarke and Cornish 1985; Cornish and Clarke 1986). Ecological theories purported that 

offenders make rational choices in terms of reducing risk and effort, minimizing inconvenience, 

and familiarity. For instance, crime specific studies showed that the “vulnerability of targets can 

largely be explained on the basis of factors such as ease of opportunity, low risk, and high gain” 

(Clarke and Cornish 1985:154). Specifically, Clarke and Cornish (1985) point to Winchester and 

Jackson’s (1982) study of burglary in Southeast England in which they found that the key factors 

that determine victimization are 1) potential rewards, 2) the likelihood of the house being 

occupied, and 3) whether the location of the house aided or restricted access. Moreover, crime 

prevention experiments found that for many kinds of offences, “reducing opportunities or 

increasing risks through environmental management reduce[d] incidents of crime” (Clarke and 

Cornish 1985:154). Clarke and Cornish (1985) cite Decker’s (1972) experiment which found that 

the installation of redesigned parking meters in New York prevented the use of illegal “slugs” 

(fake coins) and encouraged motorists to park further away in order to save money. In fact, many 

offenders appear[ed] to decide that the risks and effort of offending [were] no longer worthwhile. 
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Yet, comparable to the limitations of the sociological tradition, within the criminological 

discipline, the relevance of the literature was limited in terms of policy. Furthermore, Clarke and 

Cornish suggested that the nature of the existing criminological theories —specifically, that “they 

[had] been pursued too much in isolation from each other” (1985:155)—made it nearly 

impossible to generate a coherent theoretical perspective.  

Economics 

From an economic standpoint, the rational choice perspective aimed to explain criminal behavior 

solely through offenders’ perceptions of cost and benefit, and effort and reward; with a particular 

focus on financial motivations (Clarke and Felson 1993). The utilitarian traditions of Beccaria 

and Bentham were key. These theorists stressed the view that individuals—whether criminal or 

not—share in common “the properties of being rational decision makers who respond to 

incentives and deterrents” (Clarke and Cornish 1985:155). In classical economic terms, the 

utilitarian philosophies explained offender perspectives and decision-making processes in 

“mathematical terms with individuals maximizing satisfaction by choosing one of a finite set of 

alternatives, each with its particular costs and benefits” (Clarke and Felson 1993:xv-xvi). As 

well, from an economic viewpoint, individuals weighed costs and benefits of partaking in a 

particular act in terms of monetary gain or loss, and materiality. Economists understood crime in 

terms of supply and demand, and the decision to “be criminal” was more likely to be selected 

when legal options were less rewarding, and when crime was less punishing. Likewise, “crime 

[was] assumed a priori to involve rational calculation and [was] viewed essentially as an 

economic transaction or a question of occupational choice” (Clarke and Cornish 1985:156). 

However, whereas classical economic models focused only on instrumental crimes, economic 

theorists of the 1980s extended their understanding of criminal motivations to those beyond the 

monetary, and attempted to also analyze expressive crimes. Simply put, economic theorists 
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viewed the decision-making processes involved in expressive crimes to be transactional; they, 

too, could be understood through monetary equivalents. Yet, the economic models of decision-

making seemed to focus more on providing a macro-analysis perspective instead of individual 

criminal behavior and were therefore rendered incomplete and unable to explain nuanced 

criminal behavior (Clarke and Cornish 1985; Cornish and Clarke 1986; Clarke and Felson 1993). 

Cognitive Psychology 

Finally, and similar to the dissatisfaction faced by sociologists and criminologists, in the 1960s 

psychologists found themselves unhappy with the concepts of personality traits and 

“predispositions as determinants of behavior” (Clarke and Cornish 1985:158). The focus and 

interests of psychology as a discipline shifted towards “radical behaviorism” (Clarke and Cornish 

1985:158), which held that the most critical influences on behavior were not innate to the 

individual, but actually existed outside the person. Far from the ideal concept of pure, 

unbounding, universally understood definitions of rationality, psychological studies showed that 

even experts did not always deal with information in flawlessly rational ways (Clarke and 

Cornish 1985). On the contrary, it was found that people frequently failed to make decisions that 

were “objectively best” (Clarke and Cornish 1985:159). Further, “real-life decision makers might 

be led to pay selective attention to certain risk dimensions over others by reason of their 

‘importance-beliefs’” (Clarke and Cornish 1985:159). Psychological studies determined the 

judgmental heuristics associated with inferential rules-of-thumb sometimes led to error, and thus 

resulted in attention paid to less important information and the utilization of shortcuts with 

respect to the processing of information. However, the cognitive psychological perspective 

overlooked the prospect and possibility that the error associated with judgmental heuristics in fact 

allowed individuals to make quick decisions, and was therefore potentially beneficial (Clarke and 

Cornish 1985).  
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Rational Choice Framework  

Through an integration of the decision-making perspectives mentioned above, Clarke and 

Cornish (1985) endeavored to produce a single framework that would be especially useful in 

terms of policy-relevant research (Clarke and Cornish 1985; Cornish and Clarke 1986). Cornish 

and Clarke (1986) emphasized the “mundane, opportunistic and rational” nature of much 

offending. In fact, they stressed the tendency among both criminologists and laypersons, to over-

pathologize offending and pointed to many of the similarities between criminal and non-criminal 

behavior, particularly in terms of the rational components. Cornish and Clarke (1986) determined 

that even in cases where offences seem to be pathologically motivated or impulsively executed, 

there is still an element of rationality and a decision-making process. In other words, regardless 

of the legality of an act or the overarching moral viewpoints of a given time with respect to a 

particular behavior, the decision-making processes involved are more similar than dissimilar. 

Thus, the entire concept of rationality needs to be understood through much broader terms.  

Decision-making processes: Criminal Involvement and Criminal Events 

What is of utmost importance to the rational choice perspective and what sets it apart from other 

criminological perspectives is the separation of the decision-making processes involved in 1) 

criminal involvement; and 2) the specific, criminal event.  

First, criminal involvement refers to the process by which an individual makes the choice 

or decision to 1) initially engage in a particular type of crime; 2) continue to engage in said type 

of crime; and 3) to desist. However, what is most crucial with respect to this paper, is an 

understanding of the decision-making process involved in initial engagement. For the sake of 

convenience, Clarke and Cornish (1985) outline to two key decision points: 1) the individual’s 

“readiness” to commit a particular offense in order to satisfy certain needs; and 2) the decision to 

actually commit a particular offense. Here, “readiness” implies that the individual has actually 
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contemplated this form of crime as a solution to his or her needs, and has already decided that 

under the right circumstances, he or she would in fact commit that crime. Thus, he or she would 

have already weighed and looked to other options to satisfying their needs. “Readiness” is 

heavily influenced by previous learning and experiences. Specifically, “readiness “is somewhat 

dependent upon various psychological, familial and sociodemographic variables. Involvement 

decisions are understood to be typically multi-stage processes which extend over a significant 

period of time and draw upon a large range of information, not all of which is directly related to 

the crimes themselves (Cornish and Clarke 1986:2) It is important to stress here, that these 

influences are not directly criminogenic, but simply have an influencing or orienting function 

(Clarke and Cornish 1985). The decision to initially commit a particular offence, then, is entirely 

dependent upon some chance or random event such as a desperate need for money or an easy 

opportunity arising via an individual’s routine activities (Clarke and Cornish 1985:168).  

The criminal event incorporates the decision processes involved when the individual 

actually commits a particular crime. The key here is the rationality component involved during a 

specific event. Thus, these processes are dependent upon their own particular categories of 

information (Clarke and Felson 1993). Event decisions are frequently shorter processes, taking 

into consideration information that is immediately related to the given circumstances and 

situation. For example, once in commission of a specific criminal event, a variety of factors, such 

as police presence or familiarity with the area, may influence decision-making and require spur-

of-the-moment planning and sudden changes of mind. Thus, it is within this crime-specific 

framework that one can begin to understand the idea that while some criminal offenses do indeed 

contain a pathological element, there is still an individual-specific level of rationality. In other 

words, while rationality may be understood through objective means, it can also be seen as 

having subjective properties. This is the precept of limited or bounded rationality (Carroll and 
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Weaver 1993). Based on the information-processing findings noted in the discussion on cognitive 

psychology, “people fail to behave consistently with normative rationality, but instead make 

simplifications and shortcuts that are reasonable but may produce inferior outcomes” (Carroll and 

Weaver 1993:21). Similarly, as Walsh notes: “it is not presumed that offenders weigh all the 

relevant factors every time an offense is contemplated, and in which other factors…apparently 

unrelated to the immediate decision often takeover…offenders are behaving as rationally as they 

see it at the time, but that what might be perceived as rational on one occasion might not be so 

perceived on another” (1993:41).   

Summary  

In sum, the rational choice perspective as posited by Clarke and Cornish (1985) and Cornish and 

Clarke (1986), highlights the idea that criminals make decisions in effort to minimize risk. 

Moreover, decisions are made broadly in terms of criminal involvement, and finely and 

specifically with respect to each criminal event. Further, offenders are not merely passive vessels 

through which behavior is entirely dictated via external entities. On the contrary, the “reasoning 

criminal” is one who “employs the same sorts of cognitive strategies when contemplating 

offending as he and the rest of us use when making other decisions” (Cornish and Clarke 

1986:5). Indeed, the degree of reasoning employed will differ from offender to offender and from 

crime to crime.  

DETERRENCE THEORY  

Deterrence doctrine has its origins in the utilitarian philosophies of Bentham and Beccaria, 

similar to the economic rational choice models previously discussed. However, unlike the 

economic models which perceived cost and benefit to primarily revolve around potential 

monetary loss or gain, deterrence looks at the perceived risks and costs associated with 

punishment.  
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 In brief, deterrence can be thought of as the omission of a criminal act as a particular 

response to the perceived risk and fear of punishment for contrary behavior. In other words, 

deterrence involves the idea of willfully not offending specifically due to the fear of punishment, 

and also due to the perceived likelihood of being punished (Gibbs 1975). Further, it is understood 

that deterrence is most likely to depend on the certainty, celerity (swiftness), and severity of 

punishment. Simply put, it is argued that the crime rate of a particular place should decrease 

when the aggregate believes: 1) the certainty of punishment is high, 2) the punishment will be 

administered straightaway, and 3) the punishment is severe. However, inherent in deterrence, as 

defined by Bentham and Beccaria, is the abstractness of the idea since it is fundamentally an 

unobservable phenomenon (Gibbs 1975; Stafford and Warr 1989; Patternoster 1987). One does 

not see or witness an individual not committing a crime because of perceived risk and fear. Thus, 

in order to effectively understand deterrence, one must grasp the distinction between general and 

specific deterrence as outlined by Gibbs (1975). However, for the purposes of this paper, the 

following sections will provide only a very brief overview of general deterrence, prior to 

examining specific deterrence in greater depth.  

General Deterrence 

Stafford and Warr (1989) define general deterrence as referring to the effects of legal punishment 

on the general public, or more specifically on potential offenders. Further, Stafford and Warr cite 

Nagin: “general deterrence is the imposition of sanctions on one person [in order to] demonstrate 

to the rest of the public the expected costs of a criminal act, and thereby discourage behavior in 

the general public” (1989:123). What this means is that the punishment enacted is not solely in 

response to the particular crime or particular offender. The specification of “potential offender” is 

critical. By extension, the point of punishment is to deter any other potential offenders from 

committing that act. In Gibb’s analysis of absolute deterrence he stresses that it is not sufficient 
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to simply assume that someone who has never committed a particular crime was necessarily 

deterred due to fear of punishment, since that person may never have even contemplated 

committing that crime—again, contemplation is key. Deterrence only takes effect and comes into 

existence when the person refraining from committing a crime has considered it, and thought 

about it, but decided otherwise due to fear of punishment (1975:32). The actual individual upon 

which punishment takes place is an example, a method of communication, and a lesson for the 

general public—a tool for instilling fear of similar punishment.  Thus, the direction and focus of 

the punishment is geared toward the general public.  

Specific Deterrence and Perceived Certainty  

As it relates to this paper, the predominant focus is on specific deterrence. Stafford and Warr 

(1989) quote Andernaes (1968): “If persons are “deterred by the actual experience of punishment, 

we speak of special [specific] deterrence” (1989:123). Thus, in comparison to general deterrence 

in which punishment deters through indirect experience, specific deterrence does so through 

direct experience with punishment. Gibbs (1975) also distinguishes between those who have 

suffered a punishment for committing a crime, and those who have not. In a similar vein, Gibbs 

(1975) defines specific deterrence as: “the omission or curtailment of some type of criminal 

activity by an individual throughout a period because in whole or part he or she has been accused 

of a crime for which someone was punished, and he or she is therefore unwilling to risk someone 

being punished again” (1975:34). In this context, deterrence theory suggests that an individual 

who has already offended and experienced legal punishment will potentially refrain from further 

criminality (or at least a particular kind) due to fear of suffering that same punishment again. That 

individual should curtail illegal behavior because he or she is unwilling to risk further 

punishment. Of course, this dichotomy between those who have experience with punishment and 

those who do not is rather simplistic and limited. Stafford and Warr add that there are in fact two 
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types of people who have never experienced punishment: 1) those who have never committed a 

crime, and 2) those who have committed a crime but avoided getting caught. Thus, while the 

second type of individual has not suffered legal punishment, he or she has in fact acquired 

experience with avoiding punishment, and that experience is likely to affect perceptions of 

certainty and severity of punishment. (1989:124). In other words, the avoidance of, and the 

experience of committing a crime and getting away without punishment or detection, likely alters 

the perception of risk. Simply put, if one has gotten away with a particular type of crime once, 

they may be less inclined to view potential punishment as a sure consequence in future. Thus, 

Stafford and Warr suggest that specific deterrence is “the deterrent effect of direct experience 

with punishment and punishment avoidance” (1989:127). The concept of punishment avoidance 

brings to the forefront the importance and conception of perspective as it relates to specific 

deterrence.  

Paternoster (1987), and Waldo and Chiricos (1972) emphasize the idea that deterrence 

most likely depends on what the certainty and severity of punishment are perceived or thought to 

be rather than on their objective or actual levels. While it is often assumed that offenders and 

non-offenders alike act on the basis of their knowledge, how an individual views the likelihood of 

punishment is entirely subjective. The key deterrence proposition assumes an inverse or negative 

relationship between perceptions of certainty and severity of punishment, and involvement in 

criminal activity. In addition, it must be noted, that it is not solely the direct experience of 

punishment that is important to deterrence but also whether the individual believes or knows that 

other people (particularly others like him or her) have a similar certainty and severity of 

punishment. In other words, the questions become: 1) Is someone else as likely to be punished for 

a similar crime; and 2) if so, would their punishment be more or less severe? If the answer to the 

first question is no, the individual believes that another person would have gotten away with the 
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same type of crime, the subsequent belief may be one of bad luck, and that the risk or certainty of 

punishment is still low. Therefore, it is quite possible that criminal behavior may be the cause of 

perceptions about certainty of legal punishment. Perceived certainty of legal punishment and 

crime “may simply reflect the fact that most instances of rule breaking go undetected and that 

participants in crime eventually lower their initially unrealistically high estimates of the risks 

involved” (Stafford and Warr 1989:129). Lastly, Waldo and Chiricos (1972) note that the 

strongest support for deterrence theory is found in the perception that one’s own criminality is 

likely to result in arrest, and then the maximum allowable penalty.  

To conclude, and for the scope of the current paper, it is only possible to look to the 

literature on specific deterrence since the intent of this paper is to look at registered sex offenders 

(i.e. individuals who have already committed a crime). Further, of utmost importance for this 

paper going forward is the notion of perception since what is key is understanding the perceived 

certainty (or risk) of punishment from the view of the offender as it relates to his or her 

relationship to the victim. As the literature review will show, it is critical to understand the 

connection between perceived deterrence and rational choice, particularly with respect to how 

perceptions of risk intersect with possible decision-making with respect to the victim and 

relational proximity.  

EMPIRICAL SUPPORT FOR THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

In terms of empirical literature that supports the above theoretical framework, a niche pocket of 

research has explored the decision-making processes of sex offenders. Beauregard et. al (2007) 

describe the hunting process of serial sex offenders as being made of six phases. Through 

interviews with stranger offenders, in the first phase the majority of serial rapists were 

participating in non-criminal routine activities before each of their crimes. For example, some 

reported engagement in recreational activities, others were travelling, while the majority were in 
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fact prowling for victims via seemingly innocent activities such as shopping or driving. The 

second phase involves the choice of hunting field, or the locations in which they searched for 

victims. Beauregard et. al (2007)’s study reveals that more than half of the subjects hunt in 

specific places characterized by their reputation for criminal opportunities. Third, the authors 

(Beauregard et. al 2007) report that 74% of their subjects target specific, non-random victims 

often based on pre-calculated factors such as availability of the victim, physical appearance and 

vulnerability. The fourth phase of the hunting process is method of approach, with the preferred 

method being trickery or a false identity approach. Such an approach allows offenders to gain a 

victim’s trust while avoiding physical harm or hurting them physically. However, other subjects 

noted that violence enables them to surprise the victim, lowering the risk of victim resistance. In 

the fifth phase, attack location choice, Beauregard et. al (2007) suggest that any serial sex 

offenders have chosen a specific area to attack in order to prevent detection or disturbance. 

Finally, serial sex offenders must determine which method to use in order to bring victims to 

crime sites. In this phase, trickery and physical violence are often used. In a separate study, 

Beauregard and Leclerc (2007) add that offenders must also decide on how to release the victim. 

Beauregard and Leclerc (2007) suggest that while the majority of the offenders in their sample 

simply left the victim at the crime scene, others were much more careful and took precautions to 

release the victim in a specific, unrecognizable area or neighborhood in order to not be linked 

with the victim and to disorient the victim. Beauregard and Leclerc contend that sex offenders 

display either “premeditated opportunism” by which crimes are committed after a degree of 

initial preparation, or “structured premeditation” (2007:120) in which the offender already knows 

who his victim will be and how he will execute his plan of attack. In a similar study using a 

sample of 130 adolescent sex offenders, Leclerc, Beauregard and Proulx (2008) explore the 

specific strategies used in order to subdue victims. The study shows that giving “love”, attention 
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and gifts to gain trust and desensitize the victim are the most frequent strategies used. Adolescent 

offenders also report that their private home was the most common site of attack. Interestingly, 

the research indicates that different strategies are used depending on location. For instance, 

emotional blackmail in order to ensure victim’s silence is most likely to be used in the offender’s 

home when no one else is home, and an isolated place in the offender’s home when somebody 

else is home. Furthermore, Leclerc et. al (2008) highlight the variations in strategies to gain 

cooperation depending on the victim-offender relationship; exclusive adolescent offenders (those 

who offend either intrafamilial or extrafamilial victims) are more likely to adopt strategies of gift 

giving and bestowing privileges than those who abuse both intrafamilial and extrafamilial 

victims. Thus, research suggests that sex offenders make decisions and employ specific strategies 

based on victim selection, and situational and environmental factors, as well as take a certain 

number of precautions to reduce risk of apprehension, revealing a certain level of bounded 

rationality.  
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CHAPTER 3: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Over the past two decades, a vast amount of research has been conducted with respect to sexual 

offending and sex crimes. The most current sex offender research explores the effectiveness of 

sex offender registry and notification laws as well as the consequences to registered offenders, 

and by extension the citizens of a given community. However, the literature has predominantly 

attempted to address pertinent questions and develop empirically sound theories surrounding 

predictors and risk factors that potentially drive some individuals to sexually offend. Only a 

limited amount of the literature delves into the victim-offender relationship itself and no known 

research has examined the victim-offender relationship in the context of rational choice or 

deterrence models.  

RISK FACTORS FOR SEXUAL OFFENDING 

Given that over their lifetime approximately 44% of women and 23% of men will experience 

some form of sexual violence (The National Center for Victims of Crime 2018), it comes as no 

surprise that arguably one of the leading queries in sex offender research is: what factors 

potentially predict sexually violent behavior? Dhawan and Marshall (1996) compared 45 sexual 

offenders to a group of nonsexual offenders in order to understand whether prior childhood 

sexual victimization potentially correlated with later sexual offending. Their study showed that 

62% of the rapists had been sexually abused as children. In fact, sex offenders had a significantly 

greater likelihood of being sexually abused than did nonsexual offenders. Sex offender theorists 

(Jespersen, Lalumiere and Seto 2009) put forth the hypothesis that through social learning, sex 

offenders may learn to imitate the perpetrator’s abuse, reinforcing attitudes and beliefs about 

deviant sexual behavior. In their meta-analysis comparing adult sex offenders and non-sex 

offenders, Jespersen et. al’s (2009) findings support Dhawan and Marshall (1996) in that 

compared to non-sex offenders, sex offenders reported greater odds of having experienced sexual 
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abuse. Contrary to Dhawan and Marshall (1996) and Jespersen et. al (2009), Widom and Ames 

(1994) suggest that while early childhood victimization (physical, sexual or neglect) does appear 

to increase the risk for arrest as an adult, sexual abuse itself does not place an individual at further 

increased risk for future sexual offending. In fact, according to their study, it was physically 

abused children that tended to be more likely to have an arrest for violent sex crimes such as rape 

or sodomy. Nevertheless, Reckdenwald, Mancini and Beauregard (2013), more recently found 

that a one-unit change in sexual abuse is associated with a 14% increase in the frequency of 

sexual offending. Similarly, Fox (2017) studied a population of juvenile offenders to discover 

that the number of juvenile sex offenders who have been sexually abused is significantly higher 

than non-sexual juvenile offenders. In sum, while there seems to be some debate, evidence seems 

to indicate a strong correlation between prior sexual abuse and the commitment of sexual 

offenses.  

 However, since not all sexual abuse victims become sexual offenders, current research 

also points to a number of mediating factors. Boyd, Hagan and Cho (2000) suggest additional 

childhood adversities including parental alcoholism, the criminal history of parents, lower 

socioeconomic status and absent father homes may play a role in the development of a sex 

offender. Drury et. al (2017) indicate that the most common early behavioral problems such as 

conduct disorder, drug and alcohol use, and aggressive tendencies are frequently seen. Similarly, 

Beauregard and DeLisi (2018) reveal that sexual homicide offenders often display patterns of 

running away, stealing, fire setting, cruelty to animals, chronic deceitfulness and low self-esteem. 

Mouilso et. al (2013) explored the link between sexual aggression and impulsivity to find that 

impulsivity combined with intense emotions, either positive or negative, is higher among sexual 

perpetrators compared to non-perpetrators. In a similar vein, Hale (1997) explored the 

motivations behind sexual offending to discover that in a sample of men incarcerated for rape, 
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anger was the most frequently cited motivation, followed by the wish to fulfill a fantasy and then 

revenge or punishment. Boyd et. al (2000) and Fox (2017) suggest that sexual offenders report 

few friends and tend to have interpersonal issues, present as more socially isolated and less 

involved with peers than non-sexual offenders. When comparing a group of sex offenders to a 

group of wife batterers and non-offender males, Seidman et. al (1994) found that the sex offender 

group experienced a greater sense of loneliness as well as more hostility toward women 

compared to the wife batterers and the controls. Thus, social isolation and lack of social skills 

combined with feelings of anger, helplessness, lowered self-esteem and loneliness resulting from 

early sexual victimization potentially contribute to sexual offending (Reckdenwald et. al 2013; 

Beauregard and DeLisi 2018; Seidman 1994).  

RISK FACTORS FOR FEMALE SEX OFFENDERS 

While the bulk of sex offender research has been conducted on male subjects, more recently a 

limited amount of the literature has turned towards female sex offenders. Similar to their male 

counterparts, it appears that many female offenders experience physical and or sexual abuse in 

childhood, and alcohol and drug abuse are common within this population (Vandiver 2006, 

Burgess-Proctor, Comartin and Kubiak 2017). However, unlike male sex offenders, the research 

indicates a vast number of female offenders are co-offenders at the time of their crimes. Vandiver 

(2006) and Burgress-Proctor et. al (2017) outline a typical co-offender situation to include a 

female who acted with a male, often an abusive spouse or intimate partner, and was possibly 

encouraged or forced to participate with threats of death. It is clear, then, that while male and 

female offenders may indeed have similar childhood experiences in terms of abuse, the literature 

suggests that the motivations behind perpetration differ based on sex of the offender.  
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REGISTRATION AND NOTIFICATION LAWS  

As discussed, whereas a sizable portion of the current literature is dedicated to unearthing the 

factors that lead to sexual offending, the rise of public sex offender registries and notification 

laws (discussed further in METHODS) since the 1990s, particularly in the United States, has 

encouraged researchers to question the consequences and effectiveness of such policies. Studies 

find that registered sex offenders encounter a number of problematic collateral consequences as a 

result of the requirement to register. The primary collateral consequences faced by registered sex 

offenders are housing and employment difficulties (Bowen, Freznel and Spraitz 2016). Evans and 

Cubellis (2015) note that because the public nature of registries can alert landlords to an 

offender’s status, registered sex offenders are often unwanted as tenants. Registered sex offenders 

face further difficulties in that they are banned from government-subsidized housing. In terms of 

employment, since the movements of registered sex offenders are often limited by parole and 

probation requirements, the ability to look for and apply for jobs is restricted (Evans and Cubellis 

2015). The result is often homelessness as most homeless shelters do not allow registered sex 

offenders (Tewksbury, Mustaine and Rolfe 2016). Alternatively, Evans and Cubellis (2015) 

report that due to the stigmatization and separation from mainstream society, many registered sex 

offenders cope with their identity through “grouping.” In other words, registered sex offenders 

will often spend time with and interact strictly with other registered sex offenders due to a mutual 

understanding of equality and an ability to communicate and build relationships free of judgment. 

Thus, some registered sex offenders live together in shelters or transitional housing or have 

contact through treatment group meetings. Evans and Cubellis (2015) point to the irony of a 

group of sex offenders living together but suggest that it is actually a consequence of the 

requirement to register even though parole guidelines prohibit the association with other ex-

offenders. This is potentially problematic since social desirability and peer acceptance attitudes 
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may influence a sex offender’s propensity towards sexual aggression. Strang and Peterson (2013) 

explored the relationship between men who engage in verbal coercion and rape, and perceived 

peer acceptance of such behaviors. In a sample of 120 men between the ages of 18 and 30, 

perceived peer acceptance was positively associated with a self-reported history of verbal 

coercion. Likewise, perceived peer acceptance for rape was positively associated with self-

reported history of rape. 

 In addition to the housing and employment difficulties, the stigma faced by registered sex 

offenders often increases stress and mental health consequences while potentially leading to 

lower self-esteem (Evans and Cubellis 2015); factors already strongly associated with offending 

in the first place (Fox 2017; Reckdenwald et al. 2013). Indeed, Bowen et al. (2016) report that the 

stress and ostracization faced by family, friends and the community that result from registration 

and notification laws lead to stress, isolation and shame. In their study of registrants’ opinions of 

the registry, Bowen et a. (2016) found that “as the number of consequences experienced by the 

sex offender increased, the sex offender had a lower opinion of themselves” (p. 102). Therefore, 

while the registration and notification laws are intended to protect the community, some research 

suggests that the resulting stigma and consequences associated with registration laws in fact 

increase the risk of reoffending (Bowen et al. 2016; Seidler 2010) 

VICTIM-OFFENDER RELATIONSHIP  

While the victim-offender relationship is briefly touched upon in the research that focuses mostly 

on risk factors and the decision-making processes of stranger serial sex offenders, there is only a 

limited focus on the victim-offender relationship itself with studies yielding mixed results. 

Considering that approximately two-thirds of sexual assaults are committed by known offenders, 

the relationship itself and an offender’s corresponding choice in victim may play a key role in the 

understanding of sexual offenses (Ullman et. al 2006). Ullman and Siegel (1993) found that 78% 
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of the women in their sample were assaulted by an offender previously known. Similarly, 45% of 

the victims were assaulted by acquaintances whereas only 21.5% were victimized by strangers. 

Kaufman et. al (1998) compared sexual offender subgroups (adult versus adolescent, and 

intrafamilial versus extrafamilial) to determine if there was a difference in terms of coercive 

strategies. The results showed that extrafamilial offenders more frequently used alcohol or drugs 

to gain compliance in sexual activity. Conversely, intrafamilial offenders more often used gifts, 

possibly in order to maintain their relationships with the victims. Stermac et. al (1998) used a 

sample of four assailant groups: 1) strangers; 2) acquaintances known for a brief period of time; 

3) acquaintances known for a longer period of time; and 4) current or previous husbands and/or 

boyfriends. These groups were identified in order to compare differences in terms of assault 

characteristics. Similar to previous studies, known assailants were more common than strangers. 

However, while stranger assailants were more likely to use a weapon, they were less likely than 

the other groups to commit vaginal assault. Strangers were more likely to force fellatio. Within 

the groups, confinement or restraint was the most common form of coercion and was used most 

often by both stranger assailants and the husband/boyfriend group. Physical violence and verbal 

threats were also more common among the husband/boyfriend assailants, as were soft tissue 

injuries. In a later study, Stermac, Bove and Addison (2001) explored coercion and violence in 

spousal sexual assaults. Similar to the previous (1998) study, boyfriends and husbands used the 

highest number of coercion methods compared to acquaintances. Boyfriends and husbands were 

also more likely to use physical violence and physical restraint. Spouse and boyfriend assault 

victims were significantly more likely to present with physical injuries, and the same group of 

assailants was more likely to use more severe forms of coercion, threats as well as weapons. 

However, contrary to the previous studies, Ullman and Siegel (1993) explored the victim-

offender relationship in terms of victim characteristics and the circumstances of the assault to 
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find physical harm was more common in stranger assaults. Further, strangers were found to use 

higher levels of violence. Similarly, Ullman et. al (2006) found that stranger victims have more 

severe sexual assaults than romantic partner or relative victims. Further, stranger victims had 

more post-traumatic stress disorder symptoms than acquaintance or romantic partner victims. 

When looking at female sex offenders, Burgress-Proctor et. al (2017) discovered that 56% of the 

women in their sample reported that they were the parent or guardian of the victim. However, 

compared to the men, women were more likely to be strangers to the victim. To highlight how 

little is known about the topic of this thesis, Table 1 below presents the key findings of the 

available literature on the victim-offender relationship. 

Table 1.  
Empirical Findings on the Victim-Offender Relationship in Sexual Offending 

Empirical Findings Sources 
• Most sexual assaults are committed by offenders 

known to the victims  
Ullman et. al 2006; Ullman and Siegel 1993 
 

• Stranger assailants are more likely to use a weapon Stermac et al. 1998 
 

• Offenders known to the victim are more likely to 
use a weapon 

Stermac, Bove and Addison 2001 
 

• Extrafamilial offenders are more likely to use 
alcohol or drugs to gain compliance from victims 

Kaufman et. al 1998 
 

• Intrafamilial offenders more often use gifts Kaufman et. al 1998 
 

• Stranger offenders use higher levels of violence 
and cause more physical harm 

Ullman and Siegel 1993 
 

• Stranger assailants are less likely to commit 
vaginal assault but more likely to force fellatio 

Stermac et. al 1998 
 

• Confinement and physical restraint are the most 
common form of coercion used by both strangers 
and husbands or boyfriends 

Stermac et. al 1998 

• Physical violence and verbal threats are more 
common among husband or boyfriend offenders 

Stermac et. al 1998, Stermac, Bove and Addison 2001 
 

• Spouse and boyfriend offenders are more likely to 
inflict physical injuries  

Stermac et. al 1998; Stermac, Bove and Addison 2001 

• Stranger victims experience more severe sexual 
assaults  

Ullman et. al 2006 
 

• The victims of stranger offenders have more post-
traumatic stress disorder symptoms 

Ullman et. al 2006 

Table 1: Empirical Findings on The Victim-Offender Relationship in Sexual Offending 
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 Nevertheless, despite the recent growth in the literature pertaining to the victim-offender 

relationship, the vast majority of samples have been relatively small, and the research has focused 

predominantly on the male offender population. Further, many of the studies have been limited 

due to their reliance on self-reports. Thus, the current study aims to add to the victim-offender 

relationship research by using official data from a state sex offender registry in order to study a 

large sample of registered female and male sex offenders’ offenses in order to further predict 

patterns of violence and severity.  
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CHAPTER 4: METHODS 

SCOPE OF THE CURRENT STUDY 

New York State’s sex offender registry was created after the passing and enactment of the New 

York State Offender Registration Act on January 21, 1996. Following a series of highly 

publicized sex crimes, the final two decades of the twentieth century brought forth an explosion 

of new legislation regarding sex offenders in the United States (Easterly 2015; Center for Sex 

Offender Management 2011; Vasquez, Madden and Walker 2008). In May 1987, Earl K. 

Shriner— who had previously served a 10-year sentence for kidnapping and assaulting two 

teenage girls—raped and strangled a seven-year-old boy, severing his penis, and subsequently 

leaving him to die in the woods of Washington State. Two years later, a young woman from 

Seattle, Washington, was kidnapped and murdered by Gene Raymond Kane. Raymond Kane was 

on work release after completing a 13-year sentence for attacking two women. In October 1989, 

11-year-old Jacob Wetterling was abducted at gun point near his home in St. Joseph, Minnesota 

by a man wearing a mask. Finally, in 1994, 7-year-old Megan Kanka was raped and murdered by 

her neighbor, Jesse Timmendequas, who had two previous convictions for child molestation 

(Center for Sex Offender Management 2011; Easterly 2015). The latter two cases were the 

metaphorical final straws. The intense public reactions and outcry led to the creation of the Jacob 

Wetterling Foundation in 1991, which recommended new legislation. The new legislation 

resulted in Minnesota’s Sex Offender Registry Act. Similarly, following Megan Kanka’s murder, 

the residents of her New Jersey neighborhood rallied together in support of community 

notification. In 1995, Megan Kanka’s campaign directly led to the state of New Jersey enacting 

community notification legislation (Center for Sex Offender Management 2011).  

Five years after the death of Jacob Wetterling, congress passed the Jacob Wetterling Act, 

which required all states to establish registries that housed information regarding any offender 
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ever convicted of sexually violent offenses and crimes against children. In addition, highly 

dangerous offenders were to be subject to more scrupulous registration requirements (Center for 

Sex Offender Management 2011). In 1996, “Megan’s Law” was added to the Act as an 

amendment signed by President Clinton, requiring all states to establish community notification 

procedures. In 1998, Section 115 of the General Provisions of Title I of the Departments of 

Commerce, Justice, and State, the Judiciary, and Related Agencies Appropriations Act (CJSA) 

was added to the Jacob Wetterling Act, amplifying requirements for sexually violent predators, 

and necessitating the registration of federal, military and non-resident students and workers 

(Center for Sex Offender Management 2011). The 1998 amendment also required all 50 states to 

participate in the National Sex Offender Registry, which collects and disseminates “relevant 

information” with respect to registered sex offenders from each state (Center for Sex Offender 

Management 2011), and compiles and warehouses “consistent, accurate, complete and up-to-

date” information in one centralized database. United States policy makers suggest that the 

current sex offender laws and the National Sex Offender Registry assist law enforcement 

agencies and personnel to accurately, easily, and effectively track registered offenders between 

jurisdictions (Center for Sex Offender Management 2011). Vasquez, Madden and Walker note: 

“proponents of sex offender registration and notification laws argue that such laws are effective 

because they inform the public of the presence of sex offenders and therefore danger to the 

community” (1998:197). Given the vast use and public nature of sex offender registries across the 

United States, the selection of the New York State registry for the current study allows for an in 

depth and detailed analysis into the nature of sexual crimes among New York offenders. 

DESIGN 

The current study used a cross-sectional approach in order to gather and analyze data pertaining 

to New York State registered sex offenders via the New York State Sex Offender Registry. Data 
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was collected from May to December, 2017. New York State was selected for two reasons: 1) its 

population of 19.5 million and, specifically the fact that it has over 40-thousand registered sex 

offenders allowed for a large final sample size, and 2) the availability and public nature of the 

offender and victim information. Particularly, each file is listed according to first and last name 

under its respective county. Files include information regarding offender demographic variables 

such as name, offender identification number, date of birth, race, sex, prior number of offenses, 

and risk level. In addition, descriptions of the offense and conviction, as well as types of weapons 

(e.g. firearm) and force (e.g. threat) are provided. With regard to victim information, each 

offender file reports victim age, sex, and the nature of the relationship to the offender (i.e. 

stranger or non-stranger). The data was collected from offenders who are currently serving either 

community or custodial sentences. Offenders who have already completed their sentences but are 

still required to register are also included.  

 It is important, however, to address some of the limitations associated with the use of a 

cross-sectional approach. First, due to the design of this study, internal validity is threatened as its 

exploratory nature can only determine association between variables rather than causality 

(Bryman and Bell 2016). Second, some potential systematic bias may be present since it is 

possible that sentencing practices are biased in terms of offender ethnicity, gender, age, and so 

forth. As well, reliance upon third parties to accurately and efficiently update the registry with 

recent information presents a possible limitation in terms of reliability. Finally, because a cross-

sectional design permits observation at only one point in time and for only one 

population/context, external validity is threatened since findings are only representative of New 

York offenders and therefore cannot be generalized to offenders in other states or countries. 

Nevertheless, while there are inherent weaknesses in cross-sectional studies, the benefits are 

profound. Due to the quantitative nature of this study, a cross-sectional design allows for the 
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comparison between a large number of registered sex offenders without regard for differences in 

time of offense, arrest and release. More broadly, the advantage of the cross-sectional approach is 

that it allows for the production of large quantities of descriptive information, which is key for 

the current study (Vito, Kunselman and Tewksbury 2008). For example, the Bureau of Justice 

Statistics is responsible for the design of the “Survey of Inmates in State and Federal Correctional 

Facilities”, a cross-sectional study which gathers extensive information of demographic, 

socioeconomic and criminal history characterizations. This information proves to be invaluable 

with respect to assisting policymakers in “assessing and remedying deficiencies in the nation’s 

correctional institutions” (National Archive of Criminal Justice Data 2017). Further, because of 

the exploratory nature of the current project, a cross-sectional design is the most practical and 

effective due to the ability the design affords to analyze a given cross-section carefully and in 

depth (Maxfield and Babbie 1998). As well, the design of this research project makes it easily 

replicable (Maxfield and Babble 1998). Specifically, the public nature of the sex offender 

registries, particularly in the United States, and the ability to code for static variables (discussed 

in MEASUREMENT) accessible through existing records allows for replication and presents as a 

strength for the current study.   

In sum, the cross-sectional nature of this study allows for not only a large sample size 

and, in this case, a probability sample (discussed in SAMPLING below), but also allows for a 

broad array of socio-demographic and offense-specific variables to be collected, and thus is the 

most logical framework to tackle the proposed research question.  

SAMPLING 

Currently, throughout New York State, there are 40,125 registered sex offenders of all risk types 

(New York Department of Justice 2017). In accordance with state law, registered sex offenders 

are assessed in terms of risk of reoffending and classified on a three-point scale: 1-low risk; 2-
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medium risk; 3-high risk. However, due to the fact that the registry only provides public 

information about offenders with a designated risk level of two or three, the sample for this study 

is drawn from a total population of 9,949 registered sex offenders. The New York State Sex 

Offender Registry provides information on registered sex offenders from 69 counties including 

“out of state”, “unknown” and “out of country.” A multistage cluster design was used to collect 

the data. In cluster sampling designs, the initial sampling unit is “not the individuals or units of 

the population to be studied but an aggregate of them” (Bryman and Bell 2016). The multistage 

cluster design allows for quantitative research to be done on an extremely large population of 

offenders within a small time frame. Further, this technique reduces the likelihood of selecting a 

disproportionate number of offenders based on characteristics such as race, sex, age and risk 

level, while ensuring every county and every offender has an equal chance of selection, thereby 

ensuring data representative of the population (Maxfield and Babbie 1998).  Starting with a 

complete list of all 69 counties, a random number generator was used in order to randomly select 

the starting point, in terms of counties to sample. In this instance, the random number generated 

produced the number ‘3’, therefore the third county listed was the first to be sampled. A random 

number generator was used again to determine periodicity intervals. Based on the value generated 

at this stage, every second county was chosen for inclusion in the dataset. Within each county, 

registered sex offenders are listed by last and first name. The random number generator was used 

for a third time to determine periodicity intervals for selection of individual offenders. In this 

case the number ‘8’ was generated, thus data was collected from every eighth offender within 

each selected county. In total, the final sample for the current study consists of 1,758 registered 

sex offenders from 33 New York counties.  

 Probability sampling allows for accurate statistical reports on large populations while 

avoiding systematic bias and sampling error. However, given the small number of female 
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offenders registered, it is possible that the female offender population is not adequately 

represented in this study. As well, a number of offenders are not included in the study due to 

nonexclusive information regarding victims (e.g. offending against both children and adults), 

potentially resulting in sampling bias. And while external validity is indeed a limitation of this 

study with respect to producing results representative of all sex offenders, the study is 

generalizable to all level two and three registered sex offenders in New York State.  

HYPOTHESIS 

The current study utilizes the information collected from the New York State Sex Offender 

Registry in order to contribute to the existing literature situated within the rational choice and 

deterrence perspectives. The study seeks to answer the following research question: Does the 

nature of the victim-offender relationship predict severity of the offence and the presence of 

violence? Based on the rational choice and deterrence perspectives, it is hypothesized that 

offenders who know their victims are more likely to use higher levels of severity and violence. In 

other words, offenders will see themselves as less likely to be caught if they know the victim. 

Theoretically, the prior relationship implies a power position, and a potential element of 

ambiguity, which impacts the likelihood of the crime being reported. Thus, a prior relationship 

provides room for more severe assaults, and a higher likelihood of violence and increased 

severity.  

MEASUREMENT 

Dependent Variables 

In order to address the current hypothesis, it is critical to clearly define each variable under study. 

The central dependent concepts used here are: severity and violence. The concept of severity is 

explored by way of three indicators that will be analyzed as separate, dependent variables: 1) 

degree of conviction, 2) sentence type and 3) sentence length.  Degree of conviction was chosen 
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as an indicator of severity due to the fact that the New York State penal code outlines three 

degrees of rape and sexual abuse, and four degrees of “course of sexual conduct against a child”, 

with first degree offenses being the most severe. In New York, first degree sexual crimes are 

designated as Class B felonies which require a minimum of one to three years and a maximum 

25-year sentence. Under the penal code, aggravated sexual abuse in the fourth degree is deemed a 

Class D felony, in which the sentence ranges from no jail time to a maximum of 7 years (New 

York State Laws 2019). Similar to degree type, New York sets minimum sentence length and 

type requirements depending on the nature of the sex offense, and according to class type. 

Therefore, both length and type were selected as separate variables capable of accurately 

representing severity. Likewise, violence is indicated through two indicators treated as two 

separate dependent variables: 1) level force and 2) weapon use. The New York State Sex 

Offender Registry provides detailed information with respect to the type of force (e.g. coercion, 

threat, choked, immediately and physically overpowered) and weapon use (e.g. knife/cutting 

instrument, blunt object, shotgun). The level of force variable was turned into a three-point 

Likert-type scale of: 1) none, 2) coercion/threat and 2) physical. This was done to create a more 

comprehensive and measurable overview of the offender profiles. Finally, due to the vast range 

of weapons provided in the registry, weapon use was coded into a binary variable (0=No, 1=Yes). 

Weapon use was included as an indicator of violence for the simple fact that the presence of a 

weapon automatically denotes a more violent and traumatic offense (New York State Laws 

2019). See Table 2 for a summary of the dependent variable measurement process. 
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Table 2. 
Indicators of Severity and Violence  

Concept Indicator Measurement  Attributes 
Severity Degree of Conviction Ordinal 1st Degree, 2nd Degree, 3rd Degree, 4th Degree 

Sentence Type Nominal Community, Custodial 
Sentence Length Ratio Months 

Violence Force Ordinal None, Coercion/Threat, Physical 
Weapon Nominal No, Yes 

Table 2: Indicators of Severity and Violence 

Independent Variable 

 The relationship between the offender and victim—the central independent variable of interest—

is understood by way of a binary variable with 0 = stranger (absence of a relationship), and 1 = 

non-stranger (presence of a relationship). While the registry database provides more detailed 

information with respect to victim-offender relationship such as whether the offender was a 

babysitter or in a position of authority, this is limited and primarily used only for offenders with 

victims under 18 years of age. Therefore, relationship is represented via a dichotomous variable.  

Control Variables 

Offender and victim demographic information is used as control variables: sex of the offender, 

sex of the victim, age of the offender, age of the victim, and ethnicity of the offender. (see 

Appendix A for complete codebook.) These particular variables are used as the controls due to 

their public availability in the sex offender registry. In terms of ethnicity, the New York State Sex 

Offender Registry uses the term “Hispanic” to denote a racial category, whether that refers to the 

Spanish language or Latin American origin is uncertain.  

Limitations  

The predominant issue inherent in the measurement techniques used is that of construct validity, 

specifically with respect to the severity of the offense. While the measure of severity make sense 

on its face, it is difficult to determine whether one can indeed make inferences of severity based 

solely on the indicators listed above, and whether the relationship among variables is logical. For 
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example, there is a high possibility that sentencing practices enabled many of the offenders to 

reduce longer initial sentence lengths, receive less serious degree convictions, and/or serve lesser 

sentences in exchange for plea deals. As noted above, it is also possible that variations in 

sentencing practices among different judges and juries result in biases with respect to ethnicity, 

age, sex of both the offender and victim, and so forth.  

The second main limitation of the measures used is that of content validity, especially 

given the limited nature of the registry in terms of provided information. As mentioned, it is 

impossible to acquire further clarity in terms of certain variables such as in the case of ethnicity. 

Severity, in this respect, is only measurable through available data regarding the offender, victim, 

and the crime itself. Indicators of severity do not take into account or extend to the perceptions 

and costs to the victims or secondary victims. Therefore, I am unable to determine consequences 

such as psychological damage, the nature of the possible injuries, loss of relationships or money 

due to treatment needs or other resources. Thus, the current measure of severity cannot address 

the long-term impact of sexual violence on its victims. In this way, the understanding of severity 

is limited as it does not necessarily capture every element of the nature of sexual violence. 

However, again, given that the registry does provide detailed information regarding severity with 

respect to actual legal definitions and classifications, along with specific details regarding the 

offense descriptions and convictions, validity concerns are mitigated through the creation of a 

multi-dimensional conceptualization of severity.  

Aside from the limitations, measures included in the current study succeed in terms of 

reliability. First, due to the fact that this project has only one investigator, any potential concern 

with respect to inter-rater reliability is eliminated. Further, many variables were static in nature 

leaving little room for subjectivity or bias. For instance, age and sex are explicitly stated in cases 

where age or sex is known. Reliability was ensured by applying the exact same measurement 
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techniques to each unit of analysis; thus, the current investigator can yield the same results each 

time. Procedural rules for coding were developed prior to data collection. See Appendix A for the 

full codebook used in this study. Finally, and again, due to public availability of the data, and 

objective nature of the coding procedures, this study allows for replication—a key characteristic 

of the scientific method (Bryman and Bell 2016).  

ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK 

For the current study, SPSS data analysis software was used to quantitatively explore whether the 

victim-offender relationship predicts the severity and presence of violence in a sexual offense. 

The independent and dependent variables are presented using descriptive statistics. Bivariate 

analyses explored potential correlations between victim-offender relationship (stranger or non-

stranger) and the categorial control variables, as well as between the victim-offender relationship 

and the indicators for severity and violence. The results are presented in eight crosstabulations. 

Chi-square determined statistical significance, and Phi or Cramer’s V analyzed strength of 

association between variables. A series of regressions were performed to assess how various 

independent variables predicted outcomes. One linear regression model analyzed whether the 

victim-offender relationship predicts sentence length (a ratio level variable), controlling for sex, 

age and ethnicity. A binary logistic regression model was run to determine whether the victim-

offender relationship predicts sentence type. Two ordinal regression models explored whether a 

statistically significant relationship exists between the independent variable and degree of 

conviction. Due to the sensitivity of the test of parallel lines to large sample sizes, three binary 

logistic regression models were then run to separately analyze the relationships between the 

independent variables and first degree, second degree and third degree convictions. One binary 

logistic regression model was run to explore violence as indicated by weapon use and ordinal 

logistic regression was again used to assess whether the independent variables predict level of 
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force. Moreover, because the analysis revealed missing data for a number of variables, a missing 

data analysis was performed. Five crosstabulations present the data for the five variables most 

frequently missing information, as initially depicted in a frequency table.   
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CHAPTER 5: ANALYSIS AND RESULTS 
 

DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS 

The New York State Registry does not reveal offender age at the time offense, but rather date of 

birth; therefore, the current, average age for 1,757 valid cases out of the total sample of 1,758 is 

50.39 years, with a standard deviation of 13.06. (See Table 3).  In other words, the average 

distance from the mean provides a range of about 26 years (37.33 to 63.95 years of age). The 

distribution shows a slightly positive skewed (0.126) and is also slightly platykurtic due to less 

concentration of the values around the mean. Table 3 also illustrates that the average sentence 

length is 75.40 months (6.29 years), with a standard deviation of 82.0, showing wide 

dispersion—one standard deviation below and one standard deviation above the mean provides a 

range of around 151 months, or 12.6 years. In addition, the dispersion is highly leptokurtic 

(41.855) and positively skewed (4.24) due to two individual cases, each with the highest recorded 

maximum sentence length of 1,188 months (approximately 99 years), and two more cases each 

with the second highest maximum sentence of 625 months (52.08 years). The two 1,188 month 

sentences and the two 625 month sentences were removed from the dataset to correct the 

abnormal distribution to both prevent misleading descriptive statistics and better meet 

assumptions of subsequent analyses. This correction for normality brought the skewness from 

4.24 down to 1.65, a vast improvement. As well, kurtosis corrected from 41.86 to 2.92. Moving 

forward, the adjusted sentence length variable is used. 

Table 3. 
Descriptive Statistics: Offender Age and Sentence Length 

Variable n Mean(SE) Med. Mode S.Dev Skew.(SE) Kurt.(SE) Min. Max. 
Age of offender 1757 50.39(0.31) 51.00 54.00 13.15 0.13(0.06) -0.43(0.12) 20.00 90.00 
Sentence length 1720 75.40 60.00 36.00 82.08 4.24(0.06) 41.86(0.12) 0.00 1188.00 
Sentence length w/o outliers  1715 73.47(1.70) 60.00 36.00 70.38 1.66(0.06) 2.92(0.19) 0.00 384.00 

Table 3: Descriptive Statistics: Offender Age and Sentence Length 
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 In terms of the victim-offender relationship, 1,032 cases provided valid data (see Table 4). 

Of those, 78.9% of offenders had a previous relationship with their victim as opposed to the 

21.1% whose victims were strangers. As indicated in Table 3, the majority of offenders (97.6%) 

are male, and mostly (54.6%) white. Black offenders make up 34.1% of the offenders. Hispanic 

offenders account for 10.3% of the total 1,752 valid cases, and only 1.0% are considered “other.” 

Looking at victim profiles, 84.4% of registered offenders in New York offended against female 

victims and 83.5%, offended against children (under 18 years of age).  

Table 4. 
Frequencies: Relationship, Age, Sex and Ethnicity  

Variable Freq. Percent Cum. Percent 
Victim Offender Relationship 
Non-Stranger 814 78.9 78.9 
Stranger 218 21.1 100.0 
Total 1032 44.8  
Sex of Offender 
Female 42 2.4 2.4 
Male 1711 97.6 100.0 
Total 1753 100.0  
Offender Ethnicity  
Black 597 34.1 34.1 
White 957 54.6 88.7 
Hispanic 180 10.3 99.0 
Other 18 1.0 100.0 
Total 1752 100.0  
Sex of Victim 
Female 1344 84.4 84.4 
Male 197 12.4 96.8 
Both 51 3.2 100.0 
Total 1592 100.0  
Age of Victim 
Child (0-17) 1257 83.5 83.5 
Adult (Over 18) 222 14.8 98.3 
Both 26 1.7 100.0 
Total 1505 65.3  

Table 4: Frequencies: Relationship, Age, Sex and Ethnicity 

 With respect to the indicators of severity, Table 5 reveals that 87.0% of offenders are 

serving a custodial sentence with only a minority (13.0%) serving a community sentence. As 

well, the majority (57.1%) were convicted of the most severe, first degree, offenses. Second 

degree offenses were committed by 22.3% of the offenders, representing the second most 
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common degree category. Only 0.1% or two offenders out of 1,379 valid cases were convicted of 

fourth degree offenses.  

Table 5. 
Frequency Table: Descriptive Statistics for Indicators of Severity   

Variable Freq. Percent Cum. Percent 
Sentence Type    
Community 225 13.0 13.0 
Custodial 1503 87.0 100.0 
Total 1728 100.0  
Degree of Offence     
1st Degree 787 57.1 57.1 
2nd Degree 307 22.3 79.3 
3rd Degree 283 20.5 99.9 
4th Degree 2 0.1 100.0 
Total 1379 100.0  

Table 5: Frequency Table: Descriptive Statistics for Indicators of Severity 

 Table 6 provides insight into whether violence was used by the sample offenders. Of 

1,079 valid cases, 42.9% of offenders did not use any type of force. However, 57.1% did in fact 

use some level of force, with physical force used in 32.7% of cases and either coercion or threats 

used by 24.4% of sampled registered offenders. Therefore, in the majority of cases, either 

coercion/threat or physical force was used during the assault. A weapon was only used in 14.2% 

of cases, demonstrating that the majority of offenders did not use a weapon at the time of their 

offenses.  

Table 6. 
Frequency Table: Descriptive Statistics for Indicators of Violence 

 

Table 6: Frequency Table: Descriptive Statistics for Indicators of Violence 

 

 

Variable Freq. Percent Cum. Percent 
Force Level    
None 463 42.9 42.9 
Coercion/Threat 263 24.4 67.3 
Physical 353 32.7 100.0 
Total 1079 100.0  
Weapon Use    
No 901 85.8 85.8 
Yes 149 14.2 100.0 
Total 1050 45.6  
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MISSING DATA 

It is worth mentioning here that observation of the data reveals variations in the number of 

missing cases between variables. The large sample size of 1,758 and the reliance on a public 

database for sampling (which is updated on a regular basis), in addition to the reliance on sex 

offenders to adequately comply with registration laws, likely presents a challenge with respect to 

capturing all of the possible information for each offender. To further investigate this 

phenomenon within the dataset, a missing values analysis was conducted. Interestingly, as shown 

in Table 7, the three variables that are missing values most frequently are: 1) relationship 

(41.3%); 2) weapon use (40.3%); and 3) force (38.6%). This is followed by degree (21.6%), age 

of the victim (15.9%), and sex of the victim (12.3%).  

Table 7. 
Frequency Table: Missing Data 

Variable n Missing (Count)  Missing (Percent) 
Age of offender 1757 1 .1 
Sentence length 1715 43 2.4 
Offender Sex  1753 5 0.3 
Offender Ethnicity 1752 6 0.3 
Victim Sex 1541 217 12.3 
Victim Age 1479 279 15.9 
Relationship 1032 726 41.3 
Force 1079 679 38.6 
Weapon Use 1050 708 40.3 
Sentence Type 1728 30 1.7 
Degree  1379 379 21.6 

Table 7: Frequency Table: Missing Data 

 Notably, Table 8 indicates that 45.2% of female offender profiles are missing data about 

their relationship with the victim. Further, 45.2% of female offender profiles are missing 

information for weapon use, and 40.5% are missing values for force. Across all three of the most 

frequently missing variables, this missing information is found most commonly among female 

offenders as opposed to male offenders.  
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Table 8.  
Cross-Tabulation: Missing Data for Sex of Offender  

Variables  Offender Sex Total Missing 

Total Female Male 

Victim Sex Present Count 1541 40 1497 4 
Present % 87.7 95.2 87.5 80.0 
Missing % 12.3 4.8 12.5 20.0 

Victim Age Present Count 1479 41 1434 4 
Present % 84.1 97.6 83.8 80.0 
Missing % 15.9 2.4 16.2 20.0 

Relationship Count 1032 23 16.2 20.0 
Present % 58.7 54.8 58.9 40.0 
Missing % 41.3 45.2 41.1 60.0 

Force Present Count 1079 25 1052 2 
Present % 61.4 59.5 61.5 40.0 
Missing % 38.6 40.5 38.5 60.0 

Weapon Present Count 1050 23 1025 2 
Present % 59.7 54.8 59.9 40.0 
Missing % 40.3 45.2 40.1 60.0 

Degree Present Count 1379 34 1343 3 
Present % 78.4 81.0 78.4 60.0 
Missing % 21.6 19.0 21.6 40.0 

Table 8: Cross-Tabulation: Missing Data for Sex of Offender 

 Table 9 reveals that 36.6% of the profiles in which the victim is a child are missing 

information regarding the relationship between the victim and the offender. Moreover, 38.1% of 

child offender profiles are missing information with respect to weapon. Finally, 19.6% of child 

offender profiles are missing information regarding degree. In fact, the profiles of offenders who 

offend against children are more frequently missing data across all variables compared to 

offenders who choose adult victims. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



AN EXPLORATION OF THE VICTIM-OFFENDER RELATIONSHIP AND SEXUAL OFFENDING 
 

   41 

Table 9.  
Cross-Tabulation: Missing Data for Victim Age  

Variables  Victim Age Total 
Missing Total Child (<18) Adult (18) 

Victim Sex Present Count 1541 1181 219 141 
Present % 87.7 94.0 98.6 50.5 
Missing % 12.3 6.0 1.4 49.5 

Relationship Count 1032 797 145 90 
Present % 58.7 63.4 65.3 32.3 
Missing % 41.3 36.6 34.7 67.7 

Force Present Count 1079 789 167 123 
Present % 61.4 62.8 75.2 44.1 
Missing % 38.6 37.2 24.8 55.9 

Weapon Present Count 1050 778 158 114 
Present % 59.7 61.9 71.2 40.9 
Missing % 40.3 38.1 28.8 59.1 

Degree Present Count 1379 1011 182 186 
Present % 78.4 80.4 82.0 66.7 
Missing % 21.6 19.6 18.0 33.3 

Table 9: Cross-Tabulation: Missing Data for Victim Age 

 Within the victim-offender relationship variable itself, 11% of stranger offenders are 

missing information about victim sex, and 22.5% are missing information regarding victim age 

(see Table 10). This is compared, respectively, to only 2.9% and 3.1% of non-stranger cases. 

However, in terms of force, values are missing in only 11.9% of stranger cases whereas the same 

information is missing in 20.3% of non-stranger offender cases. For weapon use, the majority of 

information missing is for non-strangers (16.0%) as opposed to 14.7% for stranger profiles. 

Finally, in relation to the degree of the offense, 32.6% of stranger offenders are missing 

information. 
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Table 10.  
Cross-Tabulation: Missing Data for Victim-Offender Relationship  

Variables  Relationship Total 
Missing Total Stranger Non-stranger 

Victim Sex Present Count 1541 194 762 585 
Present % 87.7 89.0 93.6 80.6 
Missing % 12.3 11.0 6.4 19.4 

Victim Age Present Count 1479 169 773 537 
Present % 84.1 77.5 95.0 74.0 
Missing % 15.9 22.5 5.0 26.0 

Force Count 1079 192 649 238 
Present % 61.4 88.1 79.7 32.8 
Missing % 38.6 11.9 20.3 67.2 

Weapon Present Count 1050 186 684 180 
Present % 59.7 85.3 84.0 24.8 
Missing % 40.3 14.7 16.0 75.2 

Degree Present Count 1379 147 671 561 
Present % 78.4 67.4 82.4 77.3 
Missing % 21.6 32.6 17.6 22.7 

Table 10: CROSS-TABULATION: MISSING DATA FOR VICTIM-OFFENDER RELATIONSHIP 

 In regards to the level of force, 17.8% of the offender profiles that report physical force 

are missing data for victim age, as seen in Table 11. As well, 32.7% of the profiles that report the 

use of threats/coercion are missing information regarding the victim-offender relationship. In 

addition, 31.2% of the profiles noting threats/coercion are missing information for weapon use.   

Table 11. 
Cross-Tabulation: Missing Data for Level of Force   

Variables  Level of Force Total 
Missing Total None Threats/Coercion Physical 

Victim Sex Present Count 1541 416 246 329 550 
Present % 87.7 89.8 93.5 93.2 81.0 
Missing % 12.3 10.2 6.5 6.8 19.0 

Victim Age Present Count 1479 431 235 290 523 
Present % 84.1 93.1 89.4 82.2 77.0 
Missing % 15.9 6.9 10.6 17.8 23.0 

Relationship Count 1032 396 177 268 191 
Present % 58.7 85.5 67.3 75.9 28.1 
Missing % 41.3 14.5 32.7 24.1 71.9 

Weapon Present Count 1050 442 181 283 144 
Present % 59.7 95.5 68.8 80.2 21.2 
Missing % 40.3 4.5 31.2 19.8 78.8 

Degree Present Count 1379 329 235 312 503 
Present % 78.4 71.1 89.4 88.4 74.1 
Missing % 21.6 28.9 10.6 11.6 25.9 

Table 11: Cross-Tabulation: Missing Data for Level of Force 
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 Of the profiles that indicate the use of a weapon, 31.5% are missing information with 

respect to the age of the victim. Further, Table 12 reveals that 42.3% of the offender profiles in 

which a weapon was used are missing data about the victim-offender relationship. Further, 22.5% 

of the offender profiles in which a weapon was not used are missing data regarding degree of the 

offense. 

Table 12.  
Cross-Tabulation: Missing Data for Weapon Use  

Variables  Weapon Use Total 
Missing Total No Yes 

Victim Sex Present Count 1541 824 139 578 
Present % 87.7 91.5 93.3 81.6 
Missing % 12.3 8.5 6.7 18.4 

Victim Age Present Count 1479 834 102 543 
Present % 84.1 92.6 68.5 76.7 
Missing % 15.9 7.4 31.5 23.3 

Relationship Count 1032 784 86 162 
Present % 58.7 87.0 57.7 22.9 
Missing % 41.3 13.0 42.3 77.1 

Force Present Count 1079 783 123 173 
Present % 61.4 86.9 82.6 24.4 
Missing % 38.6 13.1 17.4 75.6 

Degree Present Count 1379 698 140 541 
Present % 78.4 77.5 94.0 76.4 
Missing % 21.6 22.5 6.0 23.6 

Table 12: Cross-Tabulation: Missing Data for Weapon Use 

CROSS-TABULATIONS: CONTROL, INDEPENDENT AND DEPENDENT VARIABLES 

Cross-tabulations compare the non-stranger and stranger groups to the control variables and 

categorical dependent variables. When looking at the victim-offender relationship and the sex of 

the offender, Table 13 establishes that out of 1,030 valid cases, 812 are non-strangers and of the 

non-strangers, only 21 are female. Of the 1,007 male offenders, 78.6% chose non-stranger 

victims whereas only 21.4% chose victims with whom they had no previous relationship. 

Likewise, of the 23 female offenders, 91.3% knew their victim at the time of the offense.  

However, of the 812 non-stranger offenders, 97.4% are male and of the 218 stranger offenders, 

99.1% are male. Thus, while the relationship is not statistically significant, across both sexes, the 
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majority of offenders chose victims with a previous relationship, with males more likely to 

choose a stranger. 

Table 13. 
Cross-Tabulation: Relationship by Sex of Offender  

Relationship Sex of Offender Total 

Female Male 

Non-Stranger Count 21 791 812 
% within Relationship 2.6% 97.4% 100.0% 
% within Sex  91.3% 78.6% 78.8% 
% Total 2.0% 76.8% 78.8% 

Stranger Count 2 216 218 
% within Relationship 0.9% 99.1% 100.0% 
% within Sex  8.7% 21.4% 21.2% 
% of Total 0.2% 21.0% 21.2% 

Total Count 23 1007 1030 
% within Relationship  2.2% 97.8% 100.0% 
% within Sex  100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
% of Total 2.2% 97.8% 100.0% 

p = 0.069, phi = -0.046 
Table 13: Cross-Tabulation: Relationship by Sex of Offender 

 Analysis also reveals that regardless of victim sex, offenders are more likely to choose 

known victims. (See Table 14). Specifically, of the 762 non-stranger offenders, 86.5% chose 

female victims and only 13.5% chose male victims. Similarly, of the 194 stranger offenders, 

91.2% chose female victims and only 8.8% chose males. Moreover, of the 836 offenders who 

chose female victims, 78.8% knew their victim, and of the 120 who chose male victims 85.8% 

were non-strangers. While the relationship is weak the correlation between the victim-offender 

relationship and sex of the victim proves to be statistically significant. 
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Table 14. 
Cross-Tabulation: Relationship by Sex of the Victim  

Relationship Sex of Victim Total 

Female Male 

Non-Stranger Count 659 103 762 
% within Relationship 86.5% 13.5% 100.0% 
% within Sex  78.8% 85.8% 79.7% 
% Total 68.9% 10.8% 79.7% 

Stranger Count 177 17 194 
% within Relationship 91.2% 8.8% 100.0% 
% within Sex  21.2% 14.2% 20.3% 
% of Total 18.5% 1.8% 20.3% 

Total Count 836 120 956 
% within Relationship  87.4% 12.6% 100.0% 
% within Sex  100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
% of Total 87.4% 12.6% 100.0% 

p = 0.037, phi = 0.058 
Table 14: Relationship by Sex of The Victim 

 Of the offenders with victims under the age of 18, 86.1% knew the victim prior to the 

offense and 60.0% with adult victims were known to their victim. Of the 145 who offended 

against adult victims, 60% were non-strangers and 40% were strangers. Though negligible to 

weak, the correlation between age of the victim and victim-offender is statistically significant. 

Further, Table 15 indicates that, in the case of adult victims, the gap between non-stranger and 

stranger perpetrators is narrower when compared to those who victimized children.  

Table 15. 
Cross-Tabulation: Relationship by Age of Victim  

Relationship Age of Victim   Total 

Child Adult 

Non-Stranger Count 686 87 773 
% within Relationship 88.7% 11.3% 100.0% 
% within Age 86.1% 60.0% 82.1% 
% Total 72.8% 9.2% 82.1% 

Stranger Count 111 58 169 
% within Relationship 65.7% 34.3% 100.0% 
% within Age 13.9% 40.0% 17.9% 
% of Total 11.8% 6.2% 17.9% 

Total Count 797 145 942 
% within Relationship 84.6% 15.4% 100.0% 
% within Age  100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
% of Total 84.6% 15.4% 100.0% 

p = 0.000, phi = -0.245 
Table 15: Cross-Tabulation: Relationship by Age of Victim 
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 The results in Table 16 show that regardless of ethnicity, the majority of all offenders, 

78.9%, knew their victims. However, of the 217 stranger offenders, black offenders are the most 

highly represented at 47.5%, with white offenders being the second most highly represented 

stranger offenders at 42.9%. Of the offenders listed as “Other” in terms of ethnicity, only 6.7% 

offended against previously unknown victims. On the other hand, of the 812 non-stranger 

offenders, 59.6% are white and 27.2% are black. Though the relationship between ethnicity and 

the victim-offender relationship is statistically significant, it is negligible to weak.  

Table 16. 
Cross-Tabulation: Relationship by Ethnicity of the Offender  

Victim-Offender Relationship    Offender 
Ethnicity  

 Total 

  Black White Hispanic Other  
Non-Stranger Count 221 484 93 14 812 
 % within Relationship 27.2% 59.6% 11.5% 1.7% 100.0% 
 % within Race 68.2% 83.9% 82.3% 93.3% 78.9% 
 % of Total 21.5% 47.0% 9.0% 1.4% 78.9% 
Stranger Count 103 93 20 1 217 
 % within Relationship 47.5% 42.9% 9.2% 0.5% 100.0% 
 % within Race 31.8% 16.1% 17.7% 6.7% 21.1% 
 % of Total 10.0% 9.0% 1.9% 0.1% 21.1% 
Total Count 324 577 113 15 1029 
 % within Relationship 31.5% 56.1% 11.0% 1.5% 100.0% 
 % within Race  100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
 % of Total 31.5% 56.1% 11.0% 1.5% 100.0%  

p = 0.000, Cramer’s V = 0.180  
Table 16: Relationship by Ethnicity of the Offender 

 Cross-tabulations were also employed to explore associations between the victim-

offender relationship variable and presence of a weapon, as well as the level of force, degree of 

conviction and sentence type. Results reveal negligible to weak but statistically significant 

relationships between victim-offender relationship, and presence of a weapon, level of force, and 

degree of offense. Indicated in Table 17, of the 684 non-stranger offenders, 93.3% did not use a 

weapon during the offense whereas of the 186 stranger offenders, 78.5% did not use a weapon. 

However, of the 86 offenders who used a weapon, 53.5% were non-strangers and 46.5% were 

strangers.  
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Table 17. 
Cross-Tabulation: Presence of a Weapon by Relationship  

Presence of a Weapon Relationship Total 

Non-Stranger Stranger 

No Count 638 146 784 
% within Weapon 81.4% 18.6% 100.0% 
% within Relationship 93.3% 78.5% 90.1% 
% Total 73.3% 16.8% 90.1% 

Yes Count 46 40 86 
% within Weapon 53.5% 46.5% 100.0% 
% within relationship 6.7% 21.5% 9.9% 
% of Total 5.3% 4.6% 9.9% 

Total Count 684 186 870 
% within Weapon 78.6% 21.4% 100.0% 
% within Relationship  100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
% of Total 78.6% 21.4% 100.0% 

p = 0.000, phi = 0.203  
Table 17: Cross-Tabulation: Presence of a Weapon by Relationship 

 Within the 841 offenders represented in Table 18, the majority (52.9%) used either 

coercion/threats or physical force. However, of the 649 non-stranger offenders, the majority 

(49.9%) did not use force. Though physical force was used by 27.9% of non-stranger offenders 

with coercion/threats only used by 22.2% of non-stranger offenders. On the other hand, of the 

192 stranger offenders, the majority, 45.3%, used physical force and like non-stranger offenders, 

the minority, 17.2%, used coercion or threats. Thus, stranger and non-stranger offenders differ in 

terms of level of force with the majority of non-stranger offenders requiring no force and the 

majority of stranger offenders using physical force during an assault. The findings proved to be 

statistically significant though negligible to weak.  
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Table 18.  
Cross-Tabulation: Level of Force by Relationship  
Level of Force Relationship Total 

Non-Stranger Stranger 

None Count 324 72 396 
% within Force 81.8% 18.2% 100.0% 
% within Relationship 49.9% 37.5% 47.1% 
% Total 38.5% 8.6% 47.1% 

Coercion/Threat Count 144 33 177 
% within Force 81.4% 18.6% 100.0% 
% within relationship 22.2% 17.2% 21.0% 
% of Total 17.1% 3.9% 21.0% 

Physical Count 181 87 268 
% within Force 67.5% 32.5% 100.0% 
% within Relationship 27.9% 45.3% 31.9% 
% of Total 21.5% 10.3% 31.9% 

Total Count 649 192 841 
% within Force 77.2% 22.8% 100.0% 
% within Relationship  100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
% of Total 77.2% 22.8% 100.0% 

p = 0.000, Cramer’s V = 0.157 
Table 18: Cross-Tabulation: Level of Force by Relationship 

 Of 1,015 total cases, 87.8% are serving custodial sentences (see Table 19). Of the 799 

non-stranger offenders, 87.6% (the majority) are serving custodial sentences. Similarly, of the 

216 stranger offenders, 88.4% are serving custodial sentences with only 11.6% serving 

community sentences. The relationship between victim-offender relationship and sentence type is 

not statistically significant. 

Table 19.  
Cross-Tabulation: Sentence Type by Relationship 

Sentence Type Relationship Total 

Non-Stranger Stranger 

Community Count 99 25 124 
% within Type 79.8% 20.2% 100.0% 
% within Relationship 12.4% 11.6% 12.2% 
% Total 9.8% 2.5% 12.2% 

Custodial Count 700 191 891 
% within Type 78.6% 21.4% 100.0% 
% within relationship 87.6% 88.4% 87.8% 
% of Total 69.0% 18.8% 87.8% 

Total Count 799 216 1015 
% within Type 78.7% 21.3% 100.0% 
% within Relationship  100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
% of Total 78.7% 21.3% 100.0% 

p = 0.373, phi = 0.010Sentence Type by Relationship 
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 Finally, Table 20 suggests that 52.6% of the total 818 registered sex offenders are 

convicted of first degree, the most severe, offenses. Moreover, of the 430 offenders with first 

degree convictions, 75.3% are non-strangers. Non-stranger offenders have the highest 

representation across all degree categories, with 89.5% of second degree convictions and 89.2% 

of third degree convictions. The only two cases with fourth degree offenses are also associated 

with non-stranger offenders. Nevertheless, of the 671 non-stranger offenders, and while still the 

majority only 48.3% have first degree convictions compared to 72.1% of stranger offenders. 

Though negligible to weak, the relationship between victim-offender relationship and degree of 

offense is statistically significant.  

Table 20. 
Cross-Tabulation: Degree of Offense by Relationship  

Degree of Offense Relationship Total 

Non-Stranger Stranger 

First Degree Count 324 106 430 
% within Degree 75.3% 24.7% 100.0% 
% within Relationship 48.3% 72.1% 52.6% 
% Total 39.6% 13.0% 52.6% 

Second Degree Count 188 22 210 
% within Degree 89.5% 10.5% 100.0% 
% within relationship 28.0% 15.0% 25.7% 
% of Total 23.0% 2.7% 25.7% 

Third Degree Count 157 19 176 
% within Degree 89.2% 10.8% 100.0% 
% within Relationship 23.4% 12.9% 21.5% 
% of Total 19.2% 2.3% 21.5% 

Fourth Degree Count 2 0 2 
% within Degree 100.0% 0.0% 100.0% 
% within Relationship  0.3% 0.0% 0.2% 
% of Total 0.2% 0.0% 0.2% 

Total Count 671 147 818 
% within Degree 82.0% 18.0% 100.0% 
% within Relationship  100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
% of Total 82.0% 18.0% 100.0% 

p = 0.000, Cramer’s V = 0.184 
Table 19: Cross-Tabulation: Degree of  

 

 

Offense by Relationship 
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REGRESSIONS: VICTIM-OFFENDER RELATIONSHIP AND SEVERITY  

Assessing whether the relationship between the victim and the offender predicts the level of 

severity of the offense required a series of logistic and linear regressions. First, however, 

categorical variables were dummy coded into appropriate binary values (e.g. 0=female, 1= male, 

race as 0 = non-white, 1 = white) (see Appendix A.) Further, due to the limitations of collecting 

data from the registry database and a lack of available specific, victim-focused information, 

offenders who perpetrated across both genders and victim age groups were removed so as to 

ensure mutually exclusive attributes. With outliers already removed for sentence length and 

checked for offender age in order to improve and assure normality, the data was then tested for 

multicollinearity through a correlation matrix in order to meet the assumption of no 

multicollinearity for linear and logistic regression (UCLA 2019; Laerd Statistics 2019). Since 

none of the Pearson’s r values for the independent variables were higher than 0.7, it was 

concluded that the selected model is not redundant (UCLA 2019; Laerd Statistics 2019).  

In order to determine whether the presence of a relationship predicts more severe sexual 

offenses as hypothesized, the indicators of severity (sentence length, sentence type, and 

conviction degree) were independently analyzed. According to the linear regression analysis, 

when controlling for sex, age, and race, a negative and statistically significant relationship exists 

between sentence length and relationship as depicted in Table 21. The presence of a relationship 

between the victim and offender is associated with a 0.13 standard deviation decrease in sentence 

length. Both age of the victim and age of the offender also proved to be statistically significant. 

Adult victimization is associated with a 0.17 standard deviation increase in sentence length. 

Further, controlling for the model, for each standard deviation increase in offender age, sentence 

length increases by 0.24 standard deviations. The model then suggests that stranger offenders are 

more likely to serve longer sentences, as well as older offenders and those with adult victims. 
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Table 21. 
Linear Regression Results: Sentence Length  
Predictors Unstandardized Coefficients (SE) Standardized Coefficients  
Relationship -22.032 (5.791) -0.127*** 
Sex of Offender 8.380 (14.254) 0.019 
Sex of Victim  6.403 (6.677) 0.032 
Age of Victim  30.043 (6.171) 0.165*** 
Age of Offender 1.207 (0.164) 0.239*** 
Ethnicity of Offender  -4.559 (4.429) -0.034 
  Intercept: 1.076 
***=p<0.001, **=p<0.05 
Table 20: Linear Regression Results: Sentence Length 

 In terms of sentence type, when controlling for age, sex, and ethnicity, Table 22 indicates 

that the presence of a relationship between the victim and offender actually increases the odds of 

a custodial sentence by 36.8%. However, this finding is non-significant and could be due to 

random chance. Interestingly, age of the victim is statistically significant and the odds of an 

offender serving a custodial sentence are 2.18 times higher when the victim is an adult.  

Table 22. 
Binary Logistic Regression Results: Odds of Sentence Type  

Predictors Log Odds (SE) Odds Ratio (ExpB)  
Relationship 0.313 (0.273) 1.368 
Sex of Offender 0.630 (0.550) 1.887 
Sex of Victim  -0.150 (0.302) 0.852 
Age of Victim  0.781 (0.378)  2.183* 
Age of Offender 0.012 (0.008) 1.012 
Ethnicity of Offender  -0.273 (0.668) 0.761 
  Intercept odds ratio: 0.706 

*=p<0.05 
Table 21: Binary Logistic Regression Results: Odds of Sentence Type 

 Ordinal logistic regression analyzed the relationship between the victim-offender 

relationship and degree of offense in order to further examine severity. While both the goodness 

of fit and test for parallel lines resulted in statistically significant values indicting a failure to 

reject the null hypothesis, the model fit tests indicated improvement of the model through the 

inclusion of the explanatory variables. Further, given the sensitivity of both chi-square and the 

test of parallel lines to large sample sizes, it was decided to continue with ordinal logistic 

regression (UCLA 2019; Laerd Statistics 2019). It is imperative to add here a caveat with respect 



AN EXPLORATION OF THE VICTIM-OFFENDER RELATIONSHIP AND SEXUAL OFFENDING 
 

   52 

to the following ordinal regression models to assist with the interpretation of the tables. In order 

to run ordinal regression analyses in SPSS, the program forces the use of 0 as the reference 

category for each of the nominal threshold variables. For example, sex of the offender is coded 

0=Female, 1=Male, rendering female as the reference category. Therefore, the reference category 

is included in parentheses in each of the below tables. The ordinal logistic regression model in 

Table 23 indicates that a statistically significant relationship does exist between the relationship 

and degree variables. Specifically, a stranger relationship increases the odds of falling into a more 

severe offense category by 65%. Therefore, a prior relationship between the victim and offender 

actually decreases the odds of a more severe degree category by 39.4%. In other words, offenders 

who do not know their victims are more likely to be convicted of more severe offenses. Table 23 

also indicates a statistically significant relationship between degree and age of the offender, 

degree and sex of offender, as well as degree and age of the victim. With respect to age of the 

offender, results indicate that the odds of falling into a higher offense category are 1.03 times, or 

2.7%, higher for older offenders. The odds of falling into a more severe degree category decrease 

by 77.4% for female offenders. In terms of age of the victim, the odds of a more severe degree 

category decrease by 60% or 0.40 times when the victim is under the age of 18.  

Table 23.  
Ordinal Logistic Regression Results: Degree of Offense (First Degree – Fourth Degree) 

Variable Log Odds (SE) Odds Ratio (ExpB) 
Degree   
Fourth Degree -5.725 (0.832) 0.003 
Third Degree 
Second Degree 

-0.946 (0.446) 
0.335 (0.446) 

0.389 
1.400 

Threshold   
Age of Offender 0.027 (0.006) 1.027*** 
Sex of Offender (Female) -1.487 (0.468) 0.226** 
Sex of Victim (Female) -0.335 (0.227) 0.715 
Victim Age (Child) -0.917 (0.231) 0.400*** 
Ethnicity (Non-White) 0.143 (0.151) 1.154 
Relationship (Stranger) 0.501 (0.228) 1.650** 

***=p<0.000, *=p<0.05 
Table 22: Ordinal Logistic Regression Results: Degree of Offense (First Degree - Fourth Degree) 
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 Due to the fact that only two cases out of approximately 1,800 resulted in fourth degree 

offences, these were removed from the dataset and the regression was run again in order to 

determine improvement to the model (see Table 24). Once the cases were removed, goodness of 

fit improved yielding non-significant results, with the corresponding p-value of the Chi square 

test shifting from 0.000 in the first model to 0.240. In other words, the null hypothesis was 

rejected. However, the test of parallel lines remained significant; again, this test is extremely 

sensitive to large datasets and quite conservative (UCLA 2019; Laerd Statistics 2019). Yet even 

with the exclusion of the two fourth degree cases from the dataset, the relationship between the 

victim-offender relationship and degree of offense remains statistically significant. In this model, 

being a stranger increases the likelihood of falling into a higher degree category by 61.6%. Age 

of the offender, sex of the offender, age of the victim and sex of the victim are also still 

statistically significant. Table 24 demonstrates that with the removal of the two fourth degree 

cases, the odds of an older offender committing a more severe offense increase 1.03 times. The 

odds of a female offender being convicted for a more severe offense decrease by 78.8%. Finally, 

and similar to Table 23, Table 24 also shows that the likelihood of falling into a more severe 

degree category decrease by 62.2% when the victim is a child.  

Table 24. 
Ordinal Logistic Regression Results: Degree of Offence #2 (First Degree – Third Degree) 

 

*** = p<0.000, * = p<0.05 
Table 23: Ordinal Logistic Regression Results: Degree of Offense #2 (First Degree - Third Degree) 

Variable Log Odds (SE) Odds Ratio (ExpB) 
Degree   
Third Degree 
Second Degree 

-1.028 (0.450) 
0.262 (0.449) 

0.361 
1.300 

Threshold   
Age of Offender 0.027 (0.006) 1.027*** 
Sex of Offender (Female) -1.549 (0.473) 0.212** 
Sex of Victim (Female) -0.379 (0.230) 0.685 
Victim Age (Child) -0.972 (0.235) 0.378*** 
Ethnicity (Non-White) 0.150 (0.152) 1.162 
Relationship (Stranger) 0.480 (0.228) 1.616** 



AN EXPLORATION OF THE VICTIM-OFFENDER RELATIONSHIP AND SEXUAL OFFENDING 
 

   54 

 Due to the statistically significant values for the test of parallel lines associated with both 

ordinal regressions, the degree variable was then transformed into a series of binary variables 

(e.g. 0 = all else, 1 = first degree), for first degree, second degree and third degree offense 

categories for further evaluation (UCLA 2019; Laerd Statistics 2019). Fourth degree was not 

included due to the fact that only two cases fell into that category.  

 Upon review of first degree offenses, Table 25 reveals a statistically significant 

relationship with victim-offender relationship, sex of the offender, age of the offender and age of 

the victim. The binary logistic regression demonstrates that a prior relationship decreases the 

odds of a first degree conviction by 40.9%. In addition, being a male offender increases the odds 

of a first degree sentence by 283.40%. Choosing an adult victim increases the odds of a first 

degree conviction 3.14 times, and being an older offender increases the odds of a first degree 

offense by 3%.  

Table 25. 
Binary Logistic Regression Results: Odds of First Degree Conviction 
Predictors Log Odds (SE) Odds Ratio (ExpB)  
Relationship -0.526 (0.242) 0.591* 
Sex of Offender 1.344 (0.596) 3.834* 
Sex of Victim  0.306 (0.243) 1.358 
Age of Victim  1.144 (0.245) 3.138*** 
Age of Offender 0.030 (0.006) 1.030*** 
Ethnicity of Offender  -0.103 (0.164) 0.903 
  Intercept odds ratio: 0.084 
Table 24: Binary Logistic Regression Results: Odds of First Degree Conviction 

 When reviewing the data, Table 26 yields statistically significant results between second 

degree convictions and age of the victim. Precisely, an adult victim decreases the odds of a 

second degree conviction by 88.5%, which makes sense when considering the relationship 

between first degree convictions and age of the victim.  
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Table 26. 
Binary Logistic Regression Results: Odds of Second Degree Conviction 
Predictors Log Odds (SE) Odds Ratio (ExpB)  
Relationship 0.268 (0.288) 1.307 
Sex of Offender 0.457 (0.594) 1.579 
Sex of Victim  0.008 (0.260) 1.008 
Age of Victim  -1.863 (0.410) 0.115*** 
Age of Offender -0.011 (0.007) 0.989 
Ethnicity of Offender  -0.083 (0.181) 0.920 
  Intercept odds ratio: 0.394 
Table 25: Binary Logistic Regression Results: Odds of Second Degree Conviction 

 Finally, and congruent with the first degree and second degree models, the third degree 

offense model (see Table 27) signifies a statistically significant relationship with sex of the 

offender and age of the offender. Being a male offender decreases the odds of a third degree 

offense by 82.2%, and being an older offender decreases the odds by 2.9%. Thus, taken as a 

whole, it can be said that the series of binary regressions confirms the ordinal regression models 

with respect to relationship, and offender age and sex.  

Table 27. 
Binary Logistic Regression Results: Odds of Third Degree Conviction 
Predictors Log Odds (SE) Odds Ratio (ExpB)  
Relationship 0.423 (0.293) 1.527 
Sex of Offender -1.726 (0.512) 0.178** 
Sex of Victim  -0.536 (0.315) 0.585  
Age of Victim  -0.175 (0.280) 0.840 
Age of Offender -0.029 (0.007) 0.971*** 
Ethnicity of Offender  0.224 (0.191) 1.252 
  Intercept odds ratio: 4.254 
Table 26: Binary Logistic Regression Results: Odds of Third Degree Conviction 

REGRESSIONS: VICTIM-OFFENDER RELATIONSHIP AND VIOLENCE 

Logistic regressions were also run to predict whether the a prior relationship between the victim 

and offender would impact the odds of violence. The results of the binary logistic regression 

model (see Table 28) indicate that the presence of a relationship between the victim and offender 

decreases the odds of weapon use during the offense by 67% though this is not a statistically 

significant. Age of the victim and ethnicity of the offender are, however, significant. The odds of 
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weapon use are 17.09 times higher when the victim is an adult. Meanwhile, being white 

decreases the odds of weapon use by 60.7% or 0.39 times.  

Table 28.  
Binary Logistic Regression Results: Odds of Weapon Use  
Predictors Log Odds (SE) Odds Ratio (ExpB)  
Relationship -0.513 (0.321) 0.599 
Sex of Offender 0.584 (1.173) 1.794 
Sex of Victim  0.093 (0.663) 1.212 
Age of Victim  2.837 (0.336) 17.062** 
Age of Offender 0.009 (0.013) 1.009 
Ethnicity of Offender  -0.934 (0.328) 0.393* 
  Intercept odds ratio: 4.290 
**=p>.001, *=p>.05 
Table 27: Binary Logistic Regression Results: Odds of Weapon Us 

 Ordinal logistic regression determined whether the victim-offender relationship predicts 

the level of force. The model fit test revealed an improvement in our model via the inclusion of 

the explanatory variables. Further, the goodness of fit and test and test of parallel lines resulted in 

non-significant values, with p-values of 0.337 and 0.738 respectively, justifying the use of the 

ordinal logistic regression (UCLA 2019; Laerd Statistics 2019). The model (see Table 29) reveals 

significant relationships between force and age of the victim, force and age of the offender, as 

well as force and ethnicity of the offender. Being on older offender increases the likelihood of 

higher levels of force 1.02 times, or by 2.02%. In addition, the odds of an offender using higher 

levels of force decrease by 81.12% when the victim is a child. Finally, being non-white increases 

the odds of higher levels of force 1.74 times. Results also reveal that being a stranger increases 

the odds of higher levels of force by 1.19 times. While this finding is contrary to the hypothesis 

of the current study, the relationship is not statistically significant.  
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Table 29.  
Ordinal Logistic Regression Results: Level of Force (None – Physical Force) 

Variable Log Odds (SE) Odds Ratio (ExpB) 
Level of Force   
None  0.035 (0.446) 1.036 
Coercion/Threat 1.112 (0.448) 3.040 
Threshold   
Age of Offender 0.022 (0.006) 1.022*** 
Sex of Offender (Female) -0.734 (0.537) 0.480 
Sex of Victim (Female) 0.262 (0.238) 1.300 
Victim Age (Child) -1.659 (0.211) 0.190*** 
Ethnicity (Non-White) 0.552 (0.150) 1.737*** 
Relationship (Stranger) 0.173 (0.191) 1.189 

*** = p<0.000, *=p<0.05 
Table 28: Ordinal Logistic Regression Results: Level of Force (None - Physical Force) 
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CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

The analysis supports the rational choice and deterrence frameworks in that, contrary to the 

hypothesis of this study, stranger offenders appear to commit more severe sexual offenses than 

offenders known to the victim. It is possible that the anonymity provided to stranger offenders 

allow the offender to take more calculated risks and commit more severe assaults while 

perceiving the likelihood of arrest to be lower. The finding that the victim-offender relationship 

does not predict violence, however, is interesting. Yet, the lack of a relationship in fact supports 

the theoretical framework’s suggestion that the offender decision-making process is dynamic. In 

terms of the current study, the necessity to use violence may change depending on external 

situational factors regardless of the victim-offender relationship. Additional findings support both 

rational choice and specific deterrence models in that certain offender and victim characteristics 

(e.g. age of the victim) are significantly related to the presence of violence and the severity of a 

sexual offense. Therefore, future research should, where possible, incorporate additional victim 

data and offender demographic characteristics to further explore how such traits impact offender 

decision-making processes pertaining to specific criminal events.  

VICTIM-OFFENDER RELATIONSHIP, VIOLENCE AND SEVERITY 

The initial hypothesis conjectured that a prior relationship would predict more severe and violent 

sexual offenses. Contrary to the initial prediction, the findings with respect to violence were not 

statistically significant. Even still, the analysis revealed that a stranger relationship is associated 

with increased odds of weapon use and higher levels of force. The finding that stranger offenders 

use more violence could suggest that the presence of a weapon and increased force are required 

to deter against victim resistance and ensure silence. Beauregard et. al (2007) outline three 

offender attack methods: 1) Raptor in which the offender attacks almost immediately upon 

confronting the victim; 2) Stalker in which the offender watches the victim and waits for the ideal 
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moment to attack; and 3) Ambusher in which attacks are committed in a designated location that 

allows an optimal level of control. Future research could also inquire into whether an offender’s 

choice in victim and the chosen hunting process is associated with the type of weapon and 

specific methods of force used. With respect to known offenders, of the 177 offenders who used 

coercion or threats, 81.4% were non-strangers. It could be suggested that the presence of a 

weapon lessens any sense of ambiguity for the victim. Perhaps known offenders perceive the risk 

of a victim reporting the assault to be greater if a weapon is present. Future research could 

examine known offenders’ decision-making processes in terms of weapon use and force using a 

more intricate relational scale that compares, for example, acquaintance versus intimate 

relationship. It would also be interesting to specifically compare both stranger and non-stranger 

offenders who did use a weapon and physical force to explore potential differences in specific 

weapon or type of force in more depth. However, the finding that the victim-offender relationship 

does not significantly predict violence, particularly in terms of the level of force, may indicate 

that force is dependent on event specific factors such as the victim’s compliance or whether the 

offender believes, at the time, the victim is likely to report. This supports the rational choice 

model and deterrence framework’s supposition is that bounded rational decisions are made in 

response to situational elements of an offense in order to increase rewards while minimizing 

perceived risk – namely arrest and potential conviction as a sex offender. In sum, the findings of 

this study show that while stranger offenders appear to use more violence and force than known 

offenders, the finding is statistically insignificant. However, the lack of a significant relationship 

suggests that the level of force in particular may not be premeditated or static but may fluctuate, 

requiring ongoing calculations of rewards and perceived risks during an assault.  

 Also contrary to the initial hypothesis, and in terms of severity, the presence of a 

relationship is significantly associated with a shorter sentence length, even when controlling for 
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all other variables. Further, a prior relationship between the victim and offender decreases the 

odds of being convicted of a more severe offense. In other words, known offenders in New York 

serve shorter sentences and are more likely to be convicted of a less severe offense. However, a 

previous relationship actually increases the odds of a custodial sentence, though this particular 

finding is not statistically significant. Thus, it appears that while stranger offenders are more 

likely to commit a more severe offense in terms of degree, known offenders are still more likely 

to serve prison sentences. It is possible that stranger offenders perceive less risk of prosecution 

simply due to less chance of identification, thereby allowing for a more severe sexual assault. On 

the other hand, it can be suggested that when choosing a victim, known offenders take into 

consideration the potential legal consequences if caught and thereby decide to minimize the risk 

of more serious ramifications by opting for less severe offenses. Furthermore, the findings show 

that known offenders are less likely to receive first degree sentences, even when controlling for 

all other variables. The severity results beg the question, and invite inquiry, as to whether the trial 

and sentencing procedures themselves are influenced by the relationship between the victim and 

the offender. The current research could add to the previous literature that suggests a victim’s 

character and behavior are critical components in the decision to prosecute accused sex offenders 

(Spohn and Holleran 2001). Spohn and Holleran (2001) suggest that sexual assault case 

processing decisions are influenced by the victim’s age, occupation, education and reputation as 

well as risk-taking behaviors such as alcohol or drug use. Spohn and Holleran (2001) assert that 

women who engage in risk-taking behavior as less likely to be acknowledged as genuine victims, 

supporting feminist research which proposes that women who are seen to behave in sexually 

inappropriate ways are presumed to be less worthy of full legal protection.  

 In sum, though the results show that no significant association between sentence type and 

victim-offender relationship, all other indicators show that a prior relationship  predicts a less 
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severe offense. It is possible that, when looking at violence and severity together, known 

offenders intend for less physical harm to the victim at the risk of possible reporting and 

apprehension. However, the interesting finding is that while being a stranger predicts a more 

serious degree of conviction and longer sentence length, it does not necessarily mean that 

stranger offenders will serve a prison sentence versus a community sentence. It is clear from the 

findings that future research and further replication is necessary in order to increase 

understanding with respect to just how choice of victim impacts decision-making in terms of 

severity. Further, more research needs to be done in order to understand why more severe sexual 

assaults do not necessarily carry harsher penalties in terms of sentence type, and particularly how 

this may impact victims.  

ADDITIONAL FINDINGS 

Although the results of the current study yield mixed results with respect to the main hypothesis, 

it uncovered a number of other significant and interesting findings. The victim-offender 

relationship is significantly linked to the sex of the victim supporting previous literature in the 

assertion that the majority of victims are female (Stermac et. al 1998). In this case, regardless of 

the victim-offender relationship, both non-stranger and stranger offenders are more likely to 

victimize females. It is always possible that assaults against male victims are simply 

underreported. Yet, it is also likely that offenders choose female victims in order direct their 

hostility toward women in a sexually aggressive manner (Seidman et. al 1994). Future research 

could explore how sex of the victim is factored in to an offender’s decision-making process prior 

to victim selection from a rational choice perspective, potentially expanding on Beauregard et. 

al’s (2007) finding that 69% of serial rapists reported vulnerability as the strongest reason to 

attack a female.  
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Age of the Victim 

Most interestingly, age of the victim is statistically significant across almost all models. 

Compared to non-strangers, stranger offenders are more likely to offend against adults; this is a 

key finding on its own since, thanks to rampant media coverage of select high profile cases (such 

as in the case of Jacob Wetterling), widespread public panic over potential child abduction/sexual 

assaults by strangers, or “stranger danger”, is what led to the development of the registration and 

notification laws in the first place. From a theoretical perspective, this difference in terms of the 

victim-offender relationship could be explained by the idea that offenders who perpetrate against 

minors tend to consciously choose child-centered occupations such as in schools or babysitting, 

or insert themselves into the lives of single parents, in order to gain access to minors. This 

finding supports the rational choice model in that a certain amount of premeditated, decision-

making is involved in the choice of victim and the offender’s hunting field (Beauregard et al. 

2007; Hewitt and Beauregard 2014; Beauregard and Leclerc 2007). On the other hand, adult 

victims are more likely to be found alone in public areas that offer more “premeditated 

opportunistic” offending such as bars and shopping centers (Beauregard et. al 2007). Further, it 

can be argued that stranger offenders are more likely to choose adult victims after the 

consideration of risks and rewards, presuming the perceived risk of capture, as well as the 

potential for more intense media coverage, is less likely than if the victim is a child. These 

findings support previous empirical literature findings on the decision-making process of stranger 

offenders. Beauregard et. al (2007), in their study on stranger serial offenders, indicate that 45% 

of their sample had a specifically chosen isolated area in which they attack in order to prevent 

being seen or disturbed. In another study on stranger sex offenders, Beauregard and Leclerc 

(2007) report 58% of offenders were careful not to leave evidence, and 74% took precautions to 

protect their identity by using a mask. In addition, many were careful with their choice in where 
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to release the victim, purposely choosing remote areas that would be unrecognizable to the 

victim. In other words, the current research finding that stranger offenders are more likely to 

victimize adults supports both rational choice and deterrence theory due to the fact that adults, 

predominantly adult females, are more vulnerable simply as a result of their routine activities.  

 Further, age of the victim is significantly associated with the severity and violence of 

sexual offending. In terms of severity, adult (over the age of 18 years) victimization is associated 

with longer sentence lengths. In other words, perpetrators against children serve shorter sentences 

than offenders who choose adult victims. In addition, the odds of serving a custodial (jail or 

prison) sentence is 2.18 times higher when the victim is an adult. Finally, as reported, choosing a 

child victim decreases the odds of falling into a more severe degree category (e.g. first degree) by 

60%. Age of the victim is also significantly linked to the presence of violence. The findings 

indicate that the odds of weapon use are 17.09 times higher when the victim is an adult, and 

offenders are 1.03 times more likely to used increased levels of force against adults. Thus, it 

appears that adult victimizations have a higher likelihood of being more violent and more severe. 

Again, as suggested previously, this could be rationalized by theorizing that offenders who 

perpetrate against children decide to use different tactics, such as manipulation and gift giving, in 

order to gain the trust and compliance of their victims (Leclerc et. al 2008). As well, it is possible 

that, as shown, since the majority of non-stranger offenders know their child victims, there is a 

lower risk of resistance and less need for force or weapon use (Beauregard and Leclerc 2007). 

Future research could delve deeper into the more specific type of weapon or force tactic used 

during an assault depending on the age group of the victim. It could also be investigated as to 

whether the age of the victim is decided upon prior to the commission of an assault specifically 

as it pertains to the offender’s perception of risk and certainty of punishment. Moreover, the 

difference in violence and severity depending on the age of the victim could point to pertinent 
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implications in terms of treatment decisions for both victim and offender. Future research could 

also further investigate whether a link exists between age of the victim and the specific victim-

offender relationship (e.g. babysitter versus acquaintance), particularly for child victims, and 

whether said potential link could be incorporated into protecting sexual abuse victims from 

potential future offending.  

Age of the Offender 

In addition to age of the victim, the age of the offender is significantly associated with two 

indicators of severity (sentence length and degree of offense), as well as one indicator of violence 

(level of force). Precisely, older offenders are linked to longer sentences, a higher likelihood of 

receiving first degree convictions, and using higher levels of force. Although not statistically 

significant, increased age also increases the odds of weapon use. In sum, older offenders tend to 

commit more severe and violent sexual offenses. While outside of the scope of the current study, 

it would be interesting to explore differences in frequency for prior convictions based on offender 

age group. It could be hypothesized that, since the age of onset in terms of first offense for the 

majority of sex offenders is during adolescence and many recidivate, older offenders have had 

more time to develop and learn which tactics are most effective in the commission of a sexual 

offense (Boyd et. al 2000; Beauregard and Leclerc 2007). Further, it is possible that as a sex 

offender’s criminal career continues and particular strategies prove effective during a sexual 

offense, increased levels of violence and more severe assaults offer a sense of assurance with 

respect to the offender’s perceptions of eventually being caught. It is also possible that as a sex 

offender ages, increased levels of violence and more severe offenses are necessary in order to 

adequately fulfill deviant sexual fantasies, often originated in early childhood as a potential result 

of sexual abuse, as Beauregard and DeLisi (2018) suggest the deviant fantasy life becomes 
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gradually more ineffective at satisfying needs. Thus, future research could explore the changes in 

the decision-making processes over the life-course of sexual offenders.  

Ethnicity of the Offender 

The current research found a weak but statistically significant relationship between the victim-

offender relationship and ethnicity. While regardless of ethnicity, the majority of offenders, 

78.9%, had a prior relationship with their victim, the results showed a difference between 

stranger and non-stranger offenders. Of the 217 stranger offenders, black offenders are the most 

highly represented (31.8%). Additionally, the analysis revealed a statistically significant 

relationship between ethnicity and level of force. The logistic regression indicated that being non-

white increases the odds of higher levels of force by 1.74 times. In a similar vein, being white 

decreases the odds of weapon use by 61%. Although the relationship between violence and 

victim-offender relationship did not prove to be statistically significant, it nevertheless indicated 

that higher levels of force are more likely when the offender is a stranger. Therefore, since the 

majority of stranger offenders are black, the differences in terms of violence is interesting. This 

finding warrants further investigation into whether and how the hunting process may differ 

depending on the ethnicity of the offender.  

Missing Data Analysis 

Finally, and though not necessarily within the scope of the current research, the analysis revealed 

interesting findings with respect to the sex offender registry itself. In particular, the discovery of 

which offender profiles are most likely to yield missing data opens up a possibly important door 

for future sex offender research. In general, future research could investigate whether the 

accuracy of the registries, and how well maintained they are, is associated with perceived risk, 

deterrence and reoffending. It is possible that offenders’ knowledge that public registries contain 

missing information influences their decisions in terms of compliance with restriction and 
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notification laws. On another note, data was more often missing for offenders with child victims 

compared to those with adult victims. To review, 36.6% of offender profiles with victims under 

the age of 18 years old are missing information about the relationship. Moreover, 38.1% of 

offender profiles with child victims are missing information for weapon use, and 19.6% are 

missing information for degree of the offense. These findings are critical because, as mentioned, 

the registration and notification laws were originally implemented so as to protect children from 

sex offenders and that is often the reason the laws gain intense public support (Meloy et. al 

2008). Registered sex offenders are also expected to comply with certain restrictions upon release 

into the community, for example most are required to remain a particular distance away from 

schools or parks. This contributes to the current literature that explores said laws, and sparks 

further questions as to the effectiveness, especially when a large portion of the information on sex 

offenders who sexually assault children isn’t even available. This also opens up future discussion 

around how sex offender registries are maintained and whether certain cases are given priority. 

Perhaps specific types of sexual offenses garner more attention from criminal justice services 

with respect to regular updates, particularly if offenses against children are perceived to be less 

violent or less severe.  

 In addition, the ordinal logistic regression results indicated that the sex of the offender is 

significantly related to the degree of the offense. More specifically, the odds of falling into a 

more severe degree category decrease by 77.4% for female offenders. The binary logistic 

regression results for third degree offenses show that, when the log odd for sex of the offender is 

reversed, being a female increases the odds of a third degree conviction 5.62 times. The missing 

data analysis, on the other hand, indicated that the three variables most frequently missing data 

are relationship, weapon use and force. Intriguingly, these variables are most fequently missing 

for female offenders. To recapture the findings, 45.2% of female offender profiles are missing 
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data about their relationship to the victim, 45.2% of female offender profiles are missing 

information for weapon use, and 40.5% of female offender profiles are missing information for 

force. As noted, the literature (Vandiver 2006) acknowledges that the majority of female 

offenders are co-offenders. In addition, female offenders are frequently subject to adult 

victimization at the hands of intimate male partners and are often threatened or coerced into 

committing sexual offenses (Vandiver 2006; Burgress-Proctor et al. 2017). Therefore, it would be 

of particular interest to investigate how the criminal justice system differentially treats sex 

offenders based on sex. Future research could also consider potential societal attitudes that may 

offer more sympathy to female sexual abuse survivors than male sexual abuse survivors, even 

when that trauma is suspected to contribute to subsequent sexual offending. This is especially 

relevant since the literature on sexual offenders reveals both male and female offenders tend to 

have histories of childhood sexual abuse (Vandiver 2006; Burgress-Proctor et. all 2017; Dhawan 

and Marshall 1996; Jespersen et a. 2009). Finally, the findings of the missing data analysis invite 

future exploration into how law enforcement agencies and the Division of Criminal Justice 

Services handle female offender information with respect to sex offender registries. The question 

arises as to whether individual biases exist within the agencies; specifically, whether female 

offenders are assumed to be less of a public threat than male offenders and, therefore, their files 

receive less priority. In addition, since convicted sex offenders are required to register and 

comply with certain restrictions as well as notification laws (see Meloy et. al 2008; Rydberg et. al 

2017; Tewksbury et. al 2016; Seidler 2010), future investigations could explore whether law 

enforcement officials responsible for upholding such requirements, namely parole and probation 

officers, are more likely to focus on male offenders.  
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CONCLUSION 

To conclude, this study sampled 1,758 registered sex offenders from the state of New York based 

on official records to determine whether the victim-offender relationship predicts the presence of 

violence and level of severity. It was originally hypothesized that a prior relationship between the 

victim and the offender would be associated with more violence and increased severity. Contrary 

to the initial hypothesis, sexual assaults by stranger offenders are likely to be more severe 

compared to those by known offenders. However, the victim-offender relationship does not 

significantly predict the presence of violence. Nevertheless, the finding that known offenders are 

more likely to use a weapon while a stranger offender increases the odds of higher levels of force, 

suggests that further research is needed to explore the association between the victim-offender 

relationship and perhaps more precise types of violence. Despite the mixed results in terms of the 

victim-offender relationship itself, the current study presented arguably important findings with 

respect to the association between the age of the victim, and the severity and violence of a sexual 

offense. The current study also discovered intriguing differences related to the registry itself and 

the handling of offender information based on age of the victim and sex of the offender. Since 

this study is not generalizable to registered sex offenders in other states, the current study 

warrants replication in other states and opens multiple doors for future sex offender research.  
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APPENDIX A: CODEBOOK 
 
1. OffenderID 

 
ID # on website 

 
2. Sex of the Offender 

 
0 = Female 
1 = Male 
2 = Unknown 

 
3. Race of the Offender  
 

1 = Black 
2 = White 
3 = Hispanic 
4 = Other 
5 = Unknown 
 

4. Race of the Offender (Binary)  
 
0 = Non-White 
1 = White  
 

5. Sex of the Victim  
 
0 = Female 
1 = Male 
2 = Both 
3 = Unknown 
 

6. Sex of the Victim (Binary) 
 
0 = Female 
1 = Male  
2 and 3 = Missing  

 
7. Age of Offender  
 

Date of birth MM/DD/Y 
 
8. Age of Victim  

 
0=Child (<18) 
1= Adult (18+)  
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9. Victim-Offender Relationship  
 
0 = Stranger (No Relationship)  
1 = Non-Stranger (Relationship)  
3 = Not reported/Missing  
 

10. Weapon 
 

0 = No 
1 = Yes 
3 = Missing/Unknown 
 

11. Force 
 
0 = None 
1 = Coercion/Threat 
2 = Physical 
3 = Missing/Unknown  

 
12. Sentence Type  

 
0 = Community 
1 = Custodial 
2 = Missing  

 
13. Sentence Length  

 
Length in months (ratio) 
 

14. Degree of Conviction  
1 = Fourth Degree 
2 = Third Degree 
3 = Second Degree 
4 = First Degree  
 

15. First Degree  (Binary)  
0 = All Else 
1 = First Degree 

 
16. Second Degree (Binary)  

0 = All Else 
1 = Second Degree  
 

17. Third Degree (Binary) 
0 = All Else 
1 = Third Degree  

 


