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Preface

In the first edition of this book, I argued that sex crime policymaking has become
a “growth industry,” with a variety of new, mostly punitive reforms, directed at ad-
dressing sexual violence. Nearly a decade later, that assessment remains largely un-
changed. Almost one million people, no longer incarcerated, are subjected to a variety
of “invisible punishments,” sanctions and restrictions that can hamper their reentry
into society. The designation of “sex offender” has expanded and changed in recent
decades. For example, a wide range of people now fit under this broad umbrella —
from those who commit statutory rape offenses and non-contact sex crimes to those
who sexually assault and murder victims. Thus, substantial variation is evident across
this broad category. All too often though, discussions about sex offending and sexual
violence in the U.S. have been reduced to pithy arguments. To illustrate, there is the
impression among the public and, to a large extent, policymakers, that all sex offenders
are essentially homogenous — committing similar types of crimes and doing so be-
cause of an underlying mental illness. This view, in turn, has translated into a one-
size-fits-all, “get tough” policy response, primarily one that has emphasized longer
prison sentences and a host of post-incarceration sanctions.

On the one hand, this response can be viewed positively. It signals that sexual vi-
olence will not be tolerated. Without question, the issue has, and continues, to unite
lawmakers, policymakers, and the general public in a quest to ensure greater account-
ability of individuals who perpetrate such crime and to develop better prevention ef-
forts to enhance public safety. In the same way that this drive has contributed to
well-intentioned, but flawed policies, it can also direct evidence-based laws that better
address and prevent a very serious crime that impacts all of society. While many cur-
rent laws and reforms emphasize “much of the same,” there is some preliminary ev-
idence that restorative processes can exist alongside these punitive reforms, and that
the public endorses this new direction toward reintegration. Accomplishing the goal
of sex crime prevention requires continued dialogue concerning the full spectrum of
complex issues related to sex offending and our responses to reduce it.

Applying a critical lens, the second edition of Sex Crime, Offenders, and Society:
A Critical Look at Sexual Offending and Policy explores the nature, extent, and causes
of sexual offending, societal reactions to sexual deviance, and the numerous policy
responses developed to prevent sex crime. The overarching goal of the text is to in-
troduce readers to a broad overview of research and policy issues concerning sex of-
fenders and sex crime reform. This focus has become a critical one in current
criminological and criminal justice scholarship. Over the last three decades, scholars
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xii PREFACE

have taken on an important mission, researching the nature and extent of sex crime,
its causes, and public and policy responses to sex offending. The second edition of
this text summarizes and reviews this large knowledge base, incorporating the latest
statistics and scholarship. Additionally, it now includes a chapter on an often-discussed
arena of sex crime policymaking, that of campus sexual assault prevention.

Part one discusses the nature and extent of sexual offending and prominent ex-
planations of sex crime. In contrast, part two describes societal responses to sex of-
fenders. The third and final focus of the text examines sex crime policy and reform
in the U.S. These broad domains are further described below.

The first theme, “The Nature and Extent of Sex Offending and Prominent Theo-
retical Explanations,” which encompasses four chapters, reviews what is known about
sexual offending and sex crime. Chapter 1 provides an introduction to sex crime and
current controversies surrounding prominent sex crime laws. Chapter 2 reviews meth-
ods to measure sexual offenses and victimization. Chapter 3 traces recent sex crime
patterns and trends in the U.S. Chapter 4 applies theoretical perspectives relevant to
understanding the etiology of sex offending.

The text then moves into the second substantive domain, “Societal Responses to
Sexual Offending,” which includes three chapters. This focus is particularly relevant
toward a broader understanding of sexual offenders and sex crime policy given that
public opinion, and more generally, societal impressions, have played a significant
role in the creation of sex crime laws. Here, Chapter 5 evaluates prominent misper-
ceptions of sex crime, offenders, and policy. Chapter 6 moves toward investigating
public opinion about sexual offending and sex crime legislation. In contrast, Chapter
7 traces the historical development of societal efforts to respond to sexual offending
in the U.S.

The final focus of the text, “Sex Crime Policy and Reform,” analyzes prominent
laws and policies developed in recent decades to punish, control, and in less prevalent
instances, rehabilitate, sex offenders. It includes the remaining five chapters. Chapter
8 assesses the logic and effectiveness of sex crime legislation. Chapter 9 moves toward
reviewing methods to determine sex offender recidivism and treatment issues. In
comparison, Chapter 10 examines the relevance of current legal challenges to sex
crime legislation in shaping widespread reforms. New to this edition, Chapter 11 ex-
amines a “special topic” in sex crime policymaking discussions, that of campus sexual
assault prevention. Chapter 12 concludes the text with an emphasis on the future of
sex crime policy in America.
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Introductory Note

In contemporary society, sex crimes sit atop the crime hierarchy, evoking extreme
levels of public disgust, anger, and alarm. Attesting to the seriousness of sexual vi-
olence, a wide and varied body of research, exploring the nature and extent of sexual
violence, its causes, and public and policy responses to prevent it, now exists. Despite
this knowledge base, current discussions and debates about sex crime and the ap-
propriate policies to address it are far too simplistic, and rarely draw on this empirical
body of work. Public debates and policy discussions tend to emphasize that all sex
offenders are alike — despite the vast heterogeneity within this broad category. More-
over, many prominent efforts to effectively reduce sex crime are underpinned by mis-
perceptions about the reality of sex offending. What is needed, and what this text
seeks to provide, is a critical look at the following: the nature, extent, and causes of
sexual offending, societal reactions to sexual deviance, and the various policy responses
developed to prevent sex offending. Moving beyond superficial perceptions is a nec-
essary first step toward comprehending the complexity of a most serious and detri-
mental crime, and importantly, informing our efforts to better address it. Given the
book’s emphasis on research and policy, it appeals to diverse audiences. Undergrad-
uates and graduates studying crime and victimization, scholars, and practitioners
will find the text’s focus, organization, and analysis particularly helpful for their ac-
ademic pursuits.
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