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ADOLESCENTS WITH ILLEGAL SEXUAL BEHAVIOR 
PROBLEMS (AISB) 
•Adolescents with illegal sexual behavior problems (AISB) are boys and girls ages 13-
18 who commit illegal sexual behavior as defined by the statutes of the jurisdiction in 
which the offense occurred (Bonner, 2008)

•It is estimated that 4-5% of teenaged males and 1% of teenaged females have 
perpetrated acts of sexual abuse (ATSA, 2017)

•Adolescents adjudicated for illegal sexual behavior account for approximately 35% 
of juvenile arrests, 17% of sexual crimes, and over 36% of sex offenses committed 
against children in the U.S. (Finkelhor et al., 2009; Reitzel & Carbonell, 2006)
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RECIDIVISM

Adolescents who complete comprehensive treatment programs have 
lower rates of sexual recidivism compared to those who do not 
undergo treatment for illegal sexual behavior (Bonner, 2008; 
Borduin et al., 2009; Caldwell, 2007; Reitzel & Carbonell, 2006)

Caldwell (2016) completed a meta-analysis which found:
Weighted base rate for detected sexual recidivism is 4.97% over a 62.06 
month follow-up period 
 For general recidivism 39.40% 
 Sexual recidivism has declined by 73% over approximately 30 years 
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LABELING & PERSON-CENTERED 
LANGUAGE
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LABELS
In sum, there is no such thing as a ”juvenile sex offender”

The Association for the Treatment of Sexual Abusers (ATSA) recommends 
using the descriptor “adolescents who have engaged in sexually abusive 
behavior” 
 Although ”juvenile sex offender” implies legal status in some juvenile justice systems, 
these kinds of labels have the potential to negatively shape a young person’s identity 
and self-concept 
 The label is also misleading, unhelpful, and harmful to the youth
 Rather than labeling, the descriptor of “adolescents who have engaged in sexually 
abusive behavior” denotes that this is a past behavior rather than a current or future 
one which helps the youth, practitioner, and public expect correction of the youth’s 
harmful behavior 
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LABELS

Further, the term “juvenile sex offender” 
incorrectly draws comparisons between 
adolescent and adult sex offenders (ATSA, 
2002)
 Most AISB do not have deviant sexual 
arousal/fantasies (Hunter & Becker, 
1994)

 AISB are more responsive to treatment 
(ATSA, 2012)

 AISB have lower rates of sexual 
recidivism (Carpentier et al., 2006)
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PUBLIC POLICY & SORNA
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JACOB WETTERLING ACT

St. Joseph, Minnesota boy who was 
kidnapped from his hometown and 
murdered at the age of 11 on October 
22, 1989. 

His abduction remained a mystery for 
nearly 27 years. 

In The Dark podcast
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JACOB WETTERLING ACT

In 1994, the Jacob Wetterling Crimes Against Children and Sexually Violent Offender 
Registration Act (Wetterling Act) required states to establish registries that included 
information about offenders convicted of a “criminal offense against a victim who is a minor” 
or a “sexually violent offense.” 

“Sexually violent offenses” were defined as acts such as rape, non-consensual sexual assault, 
aggravated sexual abuse, or similar acts that involve engaging in physical contact with 
another person with the intent to commit sexual abuse. 

The Wetterling Act made it a federal misdemeanor offense for sex offenders to not maintain 
their registrations when they move from one state to another. 
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MEGAN’S LAW
On July 29, 1994, Jesse Timmendequas brutally raped and 
murdered his 7-year-old neighbor, Megan Kanka. 

Timmendequas had been convicted of two prior sex offenses 
against children and was living anonymously with two other adults 
who had been convicted of sex offenses.

Megan’s family believed that knowledge that a sex offender living 
in the neighborhood could have generated preventative actions in 
their household. 

In response, New Jersey passed in October 1994 the most stringent 
sex offender registration act in the country at the time known as 
Megan’s Law (Hindman, 1997). 
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MEGAN’S LAW
In 1996, Megan’s Law amended the Wetterling Act to increase the public’s access to 
information about sex offenders. 

The law gave stated broad discretion in establishing criteria for disclosing 
information on registered sex offenders. 

The law also allowed states to determine who should be notified about sex offender, 
under what circumstances, and about which offenders. 

It required states to establish a community notification system to assist law 
enforcement in investigations and to enable citizen to receive information about 
registered sex offenders. 
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LYCHNER ACT 
Pam was a victim of an attempted sexual assault. While 
working as a Houston real estate agent, Pam prepared to 
show a vacant home to a prospective buyer. Awaiting her 
at the house was a twice-convicted felon who brutally 
assaulted her. She narrowly escaped her attacker when 
her husband Joe arrived at the scene.

In 1993, formed Justice for All, a victim’s advocacy group.

Pam Lychner was killed in the Trans World Airlines 800 
crash in the summer of 1996. 
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LYCHNER ACT 
The Pam Lyncher Sexual Offender Tracking and Identification Act
(Lychner Act), also developed in 1996, required the federal 
government to establish a national sex offender registry. 

In response, the FBI created the National Sex Offender Registry 
(NSOR) to assist in the state-to-state tracking and management 
of sex offenders. Further, the Act further allowed FBI to conduct 
sex offender registration and community notifications in states 
that did not have systems in place for such purposes. 

The Lychner Act required sex offenders moving to a new state or 
establishing residence upon being released from a prison or 
being placed on parole, supervised release, or probation to 
notify the FBI or state authorities within 10 days of the move. 
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ADAM WALSH ACT 
Abducted from a Sears department store at the Hollywood Mall in Hollywood, Florida, 
on July 27, 1981. His severed head was found two weeks later in a drainage canal 
alongside Highway 60/Yeehaw Junction in rural Indian River County, Florida.

On July 27, 2006, the 25th anniversary of the abduction and murder of a 6-year-old 
boy in Hollywood, Florida, the Adam Walsh Act was signed into law by President Bush .

Intent was to protect children from sexual exploitation and violent crime. 

The Act was also intended to prevent child abuse and child pornography, to promote 
Internet safety, and to honor the memory of Adam Walsh and other child crime victims.

The Adam Walsh Act established minimum standards for sex offender registration 
and notification in the United States and its territories. The minimum standards include:
 Registry requirement for jurisdictions and sex offenders
 Information required to be included in the registration
 Duration of registration requirements, periodic in-person verifications
 Duty to notify sex offenders of registration requirements. 
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ADAM WALSH 
ACT 

The sex offender registration and notification act (SORNA) 
portion of the Adam Walsh Act also established 
requirements to ensure that convicted sex offenders are 
notified of their registration obligations. 

SORNA also reaffirmed the Lynchner Act requirement that 
the FBI create and maintain NSOR and made violation of 
sex offender registration requirements a federal felony.
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DRU SJODIN
On the evening of November 22, 2003, 22-year-old University of North Dakota college 
student Dru Sjodin went missing after shopping at the Columbia Mall in Grand Forks, 
North Dakota. 

The investigation led police to Alfonso Rodriguez, Jr., a 51-year-old Level 3 registered sex 
offender who had been released from prison after a 23-year sentence six months prior to 
Dru’s disappearance. 

Rodriguez was arrested on December 1, 2003, and five months after his arrest on April 
17, 2004, Dru’s body was found outside of Crookston, Minnesota. 

Her body was found partially nude and face down in a ravine with her hands tied behind 
her back, and she had been beaten, stabbed, sexually assaulted, and had several 
lacerations including a five-and-a-half inch cut around her neck. 
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DRU SJODIN

On August 30, 2006, Rodriguez was tried and found guilty in the abduction and murder 
of Dru in federal court and sentenced to death on September 22, 2006 under federal 
law because he crossed state lines in order to commit his crime. 

On February 8, 2007, he was formally sentenced to death and prison at the U.S. 
Penitentiary in Terre Haute, Indiana. Dru Sjodin’s horrific and tragic death significantly 
influenced policy on sex offenders. 

The Adam Walsh Act changed the name of the National Sex Offender Public Registry 
(NSOPR) to the Dru Sjodin National Sex Offender Public Website (NSOPW), which 
provides information to the public on the whereabouts of registered sex offenders 
regardless of state boundaries. 
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SORNA
Sex Offender Registration and Notification Act (SORNA)

Youth are currently placed on the sex offense registry along with adults who offend.

Registration—a set of procedures that registrants must follow to disclose information to law 
enforcement authorities and to periodically update or “register” that information so that it remains 
current

Community notification—systems by which information about registrants is transmitted to the 
public or portions of the public

Residency restriction laws—refers to mostly state and local ordinances that limit registrants’ 
ability to live in or spend any time in specific locations (such as near a school)
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SORNA
Laws fueled by “stranger danger”
 The belief that children and adolescents offend primarily or predominantly against 
strangers, has been applied to children and adolescents adjudicated for a sexual crime 
(Fuselier et al., 2002; Quinn, et al., 2004; Rogers & Ferguson, 2011; Sahlstrom & Jeglic, 
2008) 

 Most sexual abuse perpetrated against children (approximately 93%) in the U.S. was 
perpetrated by someone known to the victim (BJS, 2000) and in 88% of all sexual offenses 
against minors reported to police in Canada, the perpetrator was known to the victim 
(Cotter & Beaupre, 2014). 

 With respect to children and adolescents adjudicated for a sexual offense, just 2.5% 
committed an act against a stranger victim in the U.S. as victims were most commonly 
composed of family members (25.0%) and acquaintances (63.2%) (Finkelhor, et al., 2009). 
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IS SORNA EFFECTIVE? 

The majority of studies conducted to date have demonstrated that 
registration and notification laws have done little to reduce sexual 
recidivism or prevent sexual abuse whether applied to youths or to adults 
who have been convicted of a sexual crime (Akerman et al., 2011; 
Bouffard & Askew, 2019; Letourneau et al., 2010; Letourneau & 
Armstrong, 2008; Levenson & Zgoba, 2015; Levenson et al., 2016; 
Sandler et al., 2008; Sandler et al., 2017; Vasquez et al., 2008; 
Veysey et al., 2008; Zgoba et al., 2010)
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IS SORNA EFFECTIVE? 

•Although the public may report feeling safer due to these laws 
(Anderson & Sample, 2008; Beck & Travis, 2004), there has been no 
indication of increases in public safety because of these laws.

•Literature on adult sex offender registration reveals no relationship to 
(re)offending (Letourneau et al., 2010; Tewksbury & Jennings, 2010)
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PERCEPTIONS OF SORNA

•Some law enforcement is against the registry (Harris et al., 
2018). Though there is a push to keep a law enforcement 
accessible registry as opposed to the publicly accessible 
registry. 

•Some victims are are against the registry (Spoo et al., 
2017).
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COMMUNITY 
NOTIFICATION

Information available to 
the public through various 
means, most notably, 
online/internet 
databases from state 
registries 

23

COMMUNITY 
NOTIFICATION
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EFFECTIVENESS OF THE REGISTRY 

For example, Zgoba et al. (2018):

•Examined the sexual and general recidivism rates 
of 547 convicted sex offenders released before 
and after the enactment of Megan’s Law in New 
Jersey

•Participants were followed for an average of 15 
years after release (10-29 years)

•No significant differences between in recidivism 
rates for those who were released pre-Megan’s 
law (13%) versus those released post-Megan’s Law 
(12.2%) 
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COLLATERAL CONSEQUENCES
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COLLATERAL CONSEQUENCES

Human Rights Watch 
released Raised on the 
Registry report in 
2013 

Highlights the 
psychological and 
physical harm caused 
by the registry
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COLLATERAL CONSEQUENCES

There are also numerous unintended consequences of 
registration and notification as practiced within the U.S. that 
create barriers for successful community reintegration. 

Failure to register is the largest cause of recidivism—a 
felony in most states. 

In some areas:
 Young people have to post signs stating “sex offender lives 
here” in the windows of their home.
 Carry driver’s licenses with “sex offender” printed on them 
in bright orange capital letters.
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COLLATERAL CONSEQUENCES
There are social, emotional, and psychological consequences of registration.

Children and adolescents required to register experienced more stress, shame, 
stigma, isolation, loss of friendships, and hopelessness (Mercado et al., 2008), all 
factors which are associated with increased risk for recidivism in adults convicted of 
sexual crimes (Ackerman & Sacks, 2012; Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 2005; 
Levenson, 2007; Levenson & D’Amora, 2007; Ostrowsky & Messner, 2005; Worling
& Langstrom, 2006). 

Risk for suicide attempts and completed suicides: Compared to unregistered 
adolescents who were in treatment for problematic sexual behavior, registered 
adolescents were four times as likely to report having attempted suicide in the past 
30 days (Letourneau et al., 2018).
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COLLATERAL CONSEQUENCES

•Registration and notification of adolescents actually 
increases the risk for these youth to be victimized 
and sexually abused by others rather than 
preventing sexual abuse. 

•Adolescents and their families have experienced 
harassment and physical violence 
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COLLATERAL CONSEQUENCES 
Individuals placed on the registry experience many negative collateral 
consequences:
 Difficulty obtaining employment, difficulty maintaining stable housing, emotional distress, and 
lack of positive social support by virtue of their placement on the registry (e.g., Evans & 
Porter, 2015; Tewksbury, 2005; Tewksbury & Levenson, 2009; Tewksbury & Zgoba, 2010; 
Zevitz & Farkas, 2000). 
 Experiencing victimization and vigilantism (Tewksbury & Levenson, 2009; Tewksbury & Zgoba, 
2010)
 Social isolation (Linden & Rockoff, 2008)
 Difficulty with both intimate and friendly relationships, as well as an inability to take part in 
expected parental duties, such as going to school functions (Levenson & Cotter, 2005; 
Tewksbury, 2005; Tewksbury & Lees, 2006; Zevitz & Farkas, 2000) 
 Threats/harassment and employment/financial hardships for family members (Comartin, 
Kernsmith, & Miles, 2010; Levenson & Tewksbury, 2009)
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COLLATERAL CONSEQUENCES

Families suffer from the collateral consequences, too

•Parents often experience fear and paranoia over concerns for their child’s public 
safety, their vulnerability to future false allegations because of their registrant status, 
unintended mistakes that could have legal consequences to their child as they attempt 
to abide by complex registration requirements, information about their child being 
publicly disseminated, and about how ingrained the label might become in their child 
(Comartin et al., 2010) 

•Family members also often suffered the loss of friendships, and even family 
relationships 
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PUBLIC POLICY

ATSA has identified fundamental aspects of effective policy:

•Effective policies are purposefully designed with the aims of 
•Promoting the prosocial development of youth
•Effectively mitigating the risk posed by youth to their 
communities  

•Effective policies for adolescents are specifically designed for 
this age group versus adults or younger children

37

PUBLIC POLICY
ATSA has identified fundamental aspects of effective policy:

•Effective policies acknowledge the importance of parents and other 
caregivers to the successful development of youth and stipulate that 
caregivers should be substantively involved in interventions addressing 
adolescent sexually abusive behaviors and other behavioral and mental 
health problems unless contraindicated

•Effective policies are consistent with the principles of risk-need-
responsivity (RNR)
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CURRENT RECOMMENDATIONS & 
FUTURE DIRECTIONS

39

CURRENT RECOMMENDATIONS

ATSA (2020) offers the current recommendations:

•End policies that subject children or adolescents to sex offender registration and 
notification requirements and related residence, education, and employment 
restrictions; 

•Implement primary prevention interventions, for example Shifting Boundaries, Safe 
Dates and Coaching Boys into Men; 

•Offer specialized treatment programs grounded within developmentally 
appropriate, research informed practices that incorporate trauma-informed 
practices and adhere to the principles of risk, need, and responsivity; 

40



7/29/22

21

CURRENT RECOMMENDATIONS

ATSA (2020) offers the current recommendations:

•Offer sexual education programs that address consent, healthy sexuality, and boundaries 
offered in an age-appropriate manner throughout childhood development; 

•Offer treatment and other interventions that are sensitive to and address the adverse 
childhood conditions often experienced by at-risk youth (Adverse Childhood Experiences); 

•A focus on protective factors that increase emotional, behavioral, and educational stability; 
and 

•Engage family members and community support persons in an effort to maximize success in 
programs and promote stability and prosocial behaviors.
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SUMMARY 

•Jurisdictions are questioning the use of the registry given 
the lack of demonstrated effectiveness

•What could this mean for the youth we work with?

•Transformative public policy changes are coming
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