
International Journal of
Offender Therapy and

Comparative Criminology
﻿1–19

© The Author(s) 2015
Reprints and permissions:

sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav 
DOI: 10.1177/0306624X15573946

ijo.sagepub.com

Article

Community Protection 
Policies and Repeat Sexual 
Offenses in Florida

Jill S. Levenson1 and Kristen M. Zgoba2

Abstract
The purpose of this study was to investigate the impact of sexual offender management 
policies on sex crime repeat arrest rates in Florida. Aggregate data for the period 
1990 to 2010 were provided by the Florida Department of Law Enforcement. The 
repeat offense rate was defined as the proportion of arrests each year that were 
committed by individuals with a previous conviction in the same crime category. The 
average yearly repeat offense rate for sex crimes was 6.5%, which was consistently 
and significantly lower than rates for other crimes: 8.3% for non-sex assaults, 
15.1% for robbery, 29.8% for drug offenses, and 11.6% for DUI. The average annual 
sexual repeat arrest rate prior to and after the implementation of sexual offender 
registration laws in 1997 was 4.9% and 7.5%, respectively, indicating a statistically 
significant increase. The average annual repeat arrest rates for non-sex assaults, 
robberies, drug crimes, and DUIs also increased after 1997. No significant differences 
were found when comparing the average annual percent change for sexual re-arrest 
(+3.47%) with non-sexual assault (+3.93%), robbery (−.73%), drug offenses (+1.59%), 
and DUI (+1.14). Sex crime repeat arrests in Florida do not appear to show a decline 
attributable to sex offender management policies implemented since 1997.
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Sexual violence is a serious social problem affecting American society. It is estimated 
that 18% of females are sexually assaulted sometime in their lives (Black et al., 2011) 
and 4 out of 1,000 children in the U.S. population are sexually abused in a given year 
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(Finkelhor, Hammer, & Sedlak, 2008). Sexual crimes, especially those against chil-
dren, produce profound and enduring negative psychosocial effects for victims and 
their families (Briere & Elliot, 2003; Dong, Anda, Dube, Giles, & Felitti, 2003; Dube 
et al., 2005). As well, the impacts of these offenses reverberate throughout communi-
ties, and it has been suggested that the trauma of sexual violence should be considered 
a public health issue (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2004). Specialized 
sex offender legislation has been passed over the past 20 years in an effort to protect 
potential victims from recidivistic sexual assault through public awareness of sex 
offenders living among us and close monitoring of them by law enforcement agents 
(Levenson & D’Amora, 2007).

In 1997, Florida began to implement a range of policies to manage sex offenders 
living in the community. Between 1997 and 2007, these policies included a public 
Internet registry, mandatory minimum sentencing, special conditions of sex offender 
probation, civil commitment, state and local residence restrictions prohibiting sex 
offenders from living within close proximity to places where children congregate, and 
electronic monitoring. The current exploratory study examines whether changes in 
sexual repeat arrest trends in Florida can be detected over time, and whether sex 
offender policies have contributed to a significant drop in repeat sex crimes compared 
with other crimes. It was hypothesized that sex offender management policies would 
result in fewer repeat sex crimes committed by known sex offenders. It was expected 
that this research can inform policy development and promote evidence-based prac-
tices in sexual offender management.

Contemporary Sex Offender Policies

In 1994, the U.S. Congress passed the Jacob Wetterling Act, which required all 50 
states to implement procedures to register the whereabouts of convicted sex offenders 
with law enforcement agencies. In 1996, the “Megan’s Law” amendment allowed 
states to make registry data available to the public. In 2006, Congress passed the Adam 
Walsh Act (AWA), which enhanced sex offender registration and notification (SORN) 
requirements and durations and provided guidelines to decrease variability in these 
laws across the nation. Florida was one of the first states to become compliant with the 
AWA in 2007.

According to the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children (NCMEC), 
in June 2014, approximately 774,600 registered sex offenders (RSOs) resided in the 
United States, with 63,544 in Florida. Nationally, about one third of RSOs are not 
found on public registries, presumably because they have been assessed by their state’s 
sex offender management procedure to pose a low risk for future offending (Ackerman, 
Harris, Levenson, & Zgoba, 2011). Among RSOs on public registries, about 14% 
nationally have been designated by states as high risk, predator, or sexually violent 
(Ackerman et al., 2011) and nearly 15% have more than one sex offense conviction. 
Approximately 90% of RSOs have had a minor victim, and about 33% have had vic-
tims less than 10 years old. Most (87%-89%) victims (adult and minor) are females 
(Ackerman et al., 2011; Finkelhor et al., 2008).
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Sex offender laws have been motivated by the belief that the recidivism rates are 
exceedingly high (Fortney, Levenson, Brannon, & Baker, 2007; Meloy, Boatwright, & 
Curtis, 2012; Sample & Kadleck, 2008; Zgoba, 2004). Research, however, suggests 
that sex offense recidivism rates are lower than commonly believed (Bureau of Justice 
Statistics, 2003; Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 2005; Harris & Hanson, 2004), and 
lower than recidivism rates in other crime categories (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 
2002; Sample & Bray, 2006). In fact, recent longitudinal research indicates that sex 
offender recidivism risk decreases substantially over time as individuals live in the 
community sex offense–free; for example, after 16.5 years in the community without 
a new sex crime arrest, even high-risk sexual offenders are no more likely to be 
arrested for a new sex offense than non-sexual criminals (Hanson, Harris, Helmus, & 
Thornton, 2014; Harris & Hanson, 2012).

Despite widespread fear of sex offenders, the reality is that sex crime rates, like all 
crimes, have decreased over the past several decades (Finkelhor & Jones, 2006; 
Uniform Crime Report [UCR], 2012). Although the exact causes for the drop in crime 
are difficult to identify, experts suggest that a number of societal factors have contrib-
uted to the change. These include longer prison sentences, more aggressive policing, 
decreased opportunities for crime due to enhancements in technology and surveil-
lance, the economic stability of the 1990s and early 2000s, changing demographics 
with the aging of the U.S. population, and other social dynamics related to norms, 
values, and informal social controls (Finkelhor & Jones, 2006; Uggen & McElrath, 
2013; Zimring, 2006). Nonetheless, concerns about recidivistic sexual violence have 
driven the popularity of sex offender policies.

The purpose of SORN is ostensibly to improve public awareness about sex offend-
ers living among us so that concerned citizens and parents can take preventive action 
to protect themselves and their children from sexual victimization (Anderson & 
Sample, 2008; Kernsmith, Comartin, Craun, & Kernsmith, 2009). In addition, sex 
offender registration systems provide a mechanism by which law enforcement agen-
cies can track the whereabouts of these criminals and potentially identify a pool of 
local suspects when new crimes are committed. As attention to sex offenders living in 
our communities has grown, other policies aimed at preventing repeat victimization 
have been implemented, such as residential restrictions, enhanced sex offender super-
vision, and mandatory minimum sentencing (LaFond, 2005; Lamade, Gabriel, & 
Prentky, 2011; Levenson & D’Amora, 2007; Tabachnick & Klein, 2011; Zgoba, 2004). 
A central question is whether sex offender policies in general, and SORN in particular, 
have been successful in reducing sex offense recidivism.

Impact of Sex Offender Management Policies on 
Recidivism

At this time, the empirical research is still in a nascent stage due to the relatively recent 
implementation of these laws, and also due to methodological challenges faced by 
researchers when conducting sex crime policy analysis. For example, low base rates, 
the multiple criminal justice policies enacted within short time frames, challenges 
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obtaining reliable recidivism data, and the need for long follow-up periods all contrib-
ute to the complexity of determining the impact of these laws (Levenson & D’Amora, 
2007). Furthermore, each state’s SORN policy is idiosyncratic, subjecting different 
types of offenders to a variety of registration and notification requirements and com-
plicating efforts to conduct national sex offender policy research (A. J. Harris, 2011).

Two studies that have detected reductions in sex crime recidivism as a result of 
SORN were conducted in Minnesota and Washington (Duwe & Donnay, 2008; 
Washington State Institute for Public Policy, 2005). In Minnesota, the recidivism rates 
of the notification group were significantly lower than both the pre-notification group 
(those matched on risk but released before the law went into effect) and the non-noti-
fication group (lower risk offenders not subject to disclosure; Duwe & Donnay, 2008). 
After controlling for generally decreasing crime trends, researchers in Washington 
found a significant decrease in sex offense recidivism (from 5% to 1%) after 1997 
when SORN laws went into effect in that state (Washington State Institute for Public 
Policy, 2005). Although the authors acknowledged they were unable to account for 
other possible explanations for this reduction (e.g., more severe sentencing guidelines, 
or improved probationary supervision), they concluded that community notification 
has likely contributed to reductions in sexual reoffending. Noteworthy is that both 
states use empirically derived risk assessment procedures to classify offenders and 
tailor community management strategies to those who pose the greatest threat to com-
munity safety.

Most investigations, however, have not detected significant decreases in sex crime 
rates that can be attributed to SORN laws and policies. In South Carolina, 6,064 sex 
offenders convicted between 1990 and 2004 were tracked while controlling for time at 
risk, and registration status did not predict sexual recidivism in any model (Letourneau, 
Levenson, Bandyopadhyay, Sinha, & Armstrong, 2010). A trend analysis in New York 
cast doubt on SORN’s ability to reduce sexual offending, and no declines were found 
for child molester, rapists, recidivists, or first-time sex offenders (Sandler, Freeman, & 
Socia, 2008). In New Jersey, researchers compared 250 sex offenders released before 
Megan’s Law went into effect with 300 sex offenders released after the passage of the 
law, and found no significant differences in sex offense recidivism, the time it took for 
sex offenders to reoffend, or the number of victims (Zgoba, Veysey, & Dalessandro, 
2010). The authors followed up with a trend analysis, and though they found a signifi-
cant decrease in sexual offense recidivism aggregated across counties, they cautioned 
that variations in jurisdiction rates precluded a conclusion that reductions were attrib-
utable to Megan’s Law implementation (Veysey, Zgoba, & Dalessandro, 2008). 
Although SORN status was not a significant predictor of sexual recidivism in New 
Jersey, high-risk sex offenders were more likely to commit future criminal offenses, 
including sex offenses, and to do so fairly quickly following release, suggesting that 
empirically based risk assessment is a valuable component of sex offender manage-
ment (Tewksbury, Jennings, & Zgoba, 2012).

Two recent reports raised questions about the utility and validity of the AWA tier 
categories in Florida, New Jersey, Minnesota, and South Carolina (Zgoba et al., 2012) 
and New York (Freeman & Sandler, 2010). Both studies concluded that the AWA 
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offense-based classification system did a poor job of identifying potential recidivists 
and that empirically grounded procedures were better for screening sex offenders into 
relative risk categories to establish monitoring requirements.

Multistate studies have produced mixed findings because variability in both 
research methodologies and SORN policy characteristics can contribute to differing 
results reported across studies. A time-series analysis investigated the impact of SORN 
laws on sexual assault rates in 10 states (Vasquez, Maddan, & Walker, 2008), finding 
that California had a significant increase in rape rates following implementation of 
registration, whereas Hawaii, Idaho, and Ohio had significant decreases in rape rates; 
the remaining 6 states (Arkansas, Connecticut, Nebraska, Nevada, Oklahoma, & West 
Virginia) showed non-significant trends. The authors concluded that SORN policies 
did not appear to systematically reduce sex crime rates. A large-scale analysis examin-
ing more than 300,000 sex offenses in 15 states found that whereas registration 
appeared to diminish the rate of recidivistic sex offenses, public notification did not 
(Prescott & Rockoff, 2011). Using UCR data from 1985 to 2003, Agan (2011) did not 
find a significant decrease in arrest rates of rape or sexual abuse after registration was 
implemented or after giving the public access to the registry via the Internet. Agan also 
examined BJS data that tracked individual sex offenders after their release in 1994, 
and determined that having to register as a sex offender did not lead to significant 
reductions in sex offense recidivism (Agan, 2011). Using UCR data for the years 1970 
to 2002, Ackerman, Sacks, and Greenberg (2012) investigated the effect of SORN 
legislation and reported that these laws have not resulted in dramatic declines in forc-
ible rapes. Several scholars have concurred that the accumulation of empirical evi-
dence suggests that the costs outweigh the benefits of SORN laws (Ackerman et al., 
2012; Zgoba, Witt, Dalessandro, & Veysey, 2009).

As knowledge about the whereabouts of sex offenders has become widespread, citi-
zens have also demanded legislation restricting sex offenders from living within close 
proximity to locations such as schools, parks, or day care centers. Residence restric-
tions are now found in at least 30 states (Meloy, Miller, & Curtis, 2008) and thousands 
of municipalities, despite evidence suggesting that such laws are not associated with 
prevention of repeat sexual violence (Colombino, Mercado, Levenson, & Jeglic, 2011; 
Nobles, Levenson, & Youstin, 2012; Zandbergen, Levenson, & Hart, 2010). In fact, 
zoning sex offenders out of densely populated areas results in greatly diminished 
housing options (Zandbergen & Hart, 2006, 2009; Zgoba, Levenson, & McKee, 2009) 
and increases the likelihood of transience and homelessness (Levenson, Ackerman, 
Socia, & Harris, 2014). SORN laws and residence restrictions impede successful rein-
tegration by creating barriers to employment, stable housing, and social support; they 
can even exacerbate the psychosocial stressors that increase dynamic risk for recidi-
vism (Levenson & Cotter, 2005a, 2005b; Mercado, Alvarez, & Levenson, 2008; 
Tewksbury & Lees, 2006; Tewksbury & Mustaine, 2009).

In summary, the abundance of evidence related to sex offender policy effective-
ness does not point to reduced recidivism as a result of these laws, and the few stud-
ies finding reductions attributable to SORN were conducted in states using 
empirically derived risk classification systems and targeted notification strategies. 
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The stigma of sex offender registration can also create significant obstacles to suc-
cessful community re-entry. On the other hand, some scholars have opined that 
although sex offender policies may not demonstrate shining success in accomplish-
ing explicit objectives such as reduced recidivism, they do accomplish other impor-
tant symbolic goals by sending a clear message that sexual victimization will not be 
tolerated and that politicians are willing to address public concerns (Sample, Evans, 
& Anderson, 2011; Sample & Kadleck, 2008). It is important, however, for policy 
makers and stakeholders to understand the effects of these laws so that decisions can 
be informed by evidence. The purpose of this study was to explore whether sex 
offender management policies were associated with changes in sexual repeat arrest 
trends over time in Florida.

Method

Data

The data utilized for these analyses included annual aggregated crime counts for five 
offenses in Florida for each year from 1990 through 2010. These data included arrests 
for felony sex offenses, non-sexual assaults, robberies, drug offenses, and DUI 
(Driving under the Influence) offenses. The comparative crimes were included because 
factors other than sex offender–specific policies may be responsible for any potential 
changes. Although it was not possible to control for other variables based on our data, 
the comparison crimes allowed for exploration of trends that might be unique to sex 
offenders. Non-sexual assault and robbery were chosen because they are serious felo-
nies that can cause severe physical and emotional harm to victims. Drug and DUI 
crimes were chosen because the “War on Drugs” is somewhat analogous to the 
increased public attention and sanctioning of sex crimes over the past several decades.

Traditional recidivism studies entail tracking individual offenders over time and 
obtaining their criminal records to determine new arrests and risk factors. Limited 
resources precluded this type of study. As an alternative, aggregate yearly arrest counts 
were requested from the Florida Department of Law Enforcement (FDLE) via a speci-
fied statute list with crime codes. FDLE provided official yearly aggregate reports of 
crime utilizing the state’s Computerized Criminal Histories (CCH), which are a finger-
print-based record of crime. FDLE receives these criminal records from contributing 
law enforcement agencies. CCH data provided counts of arrests per year by statute, 
and when multiple charges existed for one arrest event, the most serious was selected 
by FDLE. All data were de-identified by FDLE and were provided and analyzed in 
aggregate form.

Because the data were requested and provided in aggregate form, we were unable 
to conduct a traditional recidivism study that tracked a specific cohort of offenders for 
a determined period of time after their release. Therefore, we defined our “recidivism” 
rate in a unique fashion: FDLE provided, for each crime and each year, a count of how 
many of the arrests were attributable to an offender who had a previous conviction for 
an offense within the same crime category. These were divided by the annual arrest 

 by Jill Levenson on March 11, 2015ijo.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ijo.sagepub.com/


Levenson and Zgoba	 7

count totals in each category and that proportion was defined as the aggregate repeat 
arrest rate.

Variables and Data Analysis

The variables provided by the FDLE were comprised of total yearly counts of arrests 
and repeat arrests as defined above for each felony crime category for the time frame 
1990 to 2010. Additional variables were then created for each crime category: indica-
tors of pre- and post-policy periods, repeat arrest rates, and annual percentage changes 
for each crime category. As described above, repeat arrest rates were calculated by 
determining the proportion of arrests each year committed by individuals with a pre-
vious conviction in the same crime category. Because low base rate crimes can pro-
duce statistical significance for small changes, the data were examined using multiple 
techniques.

The annual percentage change in repeat arrest rates across the time frame for the 
five crimes was calculated. The percentage change in crime is commonly used to mea-
sure incremental changes over time by comparing data from one time period (e.g., 1 
year) with data reported in a prior equivalent period (UCR, 2012). The annual percent 
change is computed by subtracting one yearly count from the following yearly count, 
then dividing the difference by the count from the earlier year and multiplying the 
quotient by 100. For each crime, these yearly changes were then added up and divided 
by the number of year-to-year changes (20) to calculate the average annual percent 
change for each crime category.

The “intervention point” was determined to be 1997, the year Florida implemented 
its public sex offender registry as well as its special conditions of sex offender proba-
tion. Bivariate analyses were conducted to compare differences between the pre- and 
post-policy periods, and to compare trends between crime categories. The pre-imple-
mentation time period was 1990 to 1997, and for some analyses the post-implemen-
tation period was truncated to 8 years (1998-2005) to produce an equivalent time 
frame. The full time frame extending the post-implementation period to 2010 was 
also examined.

Results

Florida Arrest Trends

Florida’s violent crime UCR reports from 1993 to 2010 for forcible sex offenses, rob-
bery, and aggravated assault were publicly available and were downloaded and exam-
ined for general arrest trends over the time period (Florida Statistical Analysis Center, 
2014). UCR data reflect broader categories of crime and therefore approximate, but do 
not match exactly, the CCH data provided by FDLE. The annual count in each cate-
gory was divided by Florida’s population and then multiplied by 100,000 to determine 
the rate of each crime type per 100,000 people in the population. This technique con-
trols for population growth. As seen in Figure 1, all three violent crime rates decreased 

 by Jill Levenson on March 11, 2015ijo.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ijo.sagepub.com/


8	 International Journal of Offender Therapy and Comparative Criminology ﻿

by about half over the time period, and these declining trends began prior to the imple-
mentation of sex offender management policies in 1997.

Annual raw counts of arrests for sex crimes, non-sexual assaults, robberies, drug 
offenses, and DUIs were provided by FDLE. While the rate of crime in the population 
decreased over the time period, the raw number of arrests in each category increased 
each year with the exception of robbery (see Figure 2). So, crime declined in relation 
to population growth, even as police were arresting more individuals. Between 1990 
and 2010, the yearly number of sex crime arrests in Florida increased from 2,377 to 
3,946, with the highest level (5,012 arrests) in 2005. The yearly number of non-sexual 
assault arrests increased from 15,716 to 32,848. The number of robbery arrests 
decreased from 11,922 to 11,416, and the number of drug arrests increased from 
37,620 to 64,295 with the highest peak in 2007. The number of DUI arrests increased 
from 47,016 to 54,571.

Florida Repeat Arrest Trends, 1990-2010

Figure 3 illustrates the repeat arrest rates for the crime categories included in this 
analysis between 1990 and 2010. Repeat offender rates for all crimes were calcu-
lated by determining the proportion of arrests attributed to unique individuals pre-
viously convicted of a crime in the same category. Average yearly sex crime repeat 
arrest rates were consistently lower than other crimes. There were 78,649 sex crime 
arrests over the full period, and the average yearly sexual reoffense rate for the full 
period was 6.5%. In other words, on average, each year, 6.5% of the sex crime 
arrests were perpetrated by an individual with a previous conviction for a felony 
sex crime.
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Figure 1.  Florida UCR rates per 100,000 population 1993-2010.
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Over the full follow-up period, there were a total of 565,325 felony non-sex assaults, 
with an average repeat arrest rate of 8.3%. There were 230,876 felony robberies, with 
an average repeat arrest rate of 15.1%. There were more than 1.2 million drug arrests, 
with an average repeat arrest rate of 29.8%, and approximately 1.2 million DUI arrests, 
with an average repeat arrest rate of 11.6%.

The average yearly repeat arrest rates over the time period are also listed in Table 
1. Drug crimes had the highest rates of repeat arrest, with a level almost five times as 
high as sexual reoffending. Felony sex crime arrests represented the least prevalent 
crime and the lowest repeat arrest rate among the five types of crime included in this 
analysis. The sex crime repeat arrest rate was statistically significantly lower than the 
other types of crime included in the analyses (p < .001).

To determine whether sex offender community protection policies affected sexual 
reoffending, the average repeat arrest rates for each crime category during the pre and 
post (after 1997) intervention periods were compared using t tests. To calculate 
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statistical significance, the post-policy period was truncated and analyzed from 1998 
to 2005 so that the pre- and post-periods were equivalent. Because multiple t tests can 
lead to spurious findings, the Bonferroni correction technique was used to test the 
statistical significance of multiple comparisons. This method involves adjusting the 
significance threshold for rejecting the null hypothesis and is calculated by dividing 
the alpha level by the number of comparisons (Vogt, 2005). In this case, the signifi-
cance level, p < .05, was divided by 5, which reflected the number of items that were 
tested for each group comparison (.05 / 5 = .01). This more conservative threshold was 
used to determine whether changes were statistically significant (see Table 1).

Average repeat arrest rates significantly increased in all categories after 1997, with 
the exception of robbery, which displayed a slight increase that was not statistically 
significant. These analyses were also conducted for the non-truncated post-policy 
period (1998-2010) and very similar repeat arrest rates were noted. A slightly greater 
average increase in rates was seen in the full post-policy period for non-sexual assault 
(3.7%) and drug offenses (4.4%), whereas robbery rates declined slightly (0.35%). 
Again, all of the changes in the non-truncated period were statistically significant 
except for robbery (see Table 1).

Annual Average Percent Change

In addition to the comparisons of average yearly repeat arrest rates, the percentage change 
in these rates from year to year was examined to determine whether trends in the non-
sexual crime categories were significantly different from sexual crime repeat arrest pat-
terns. Because crime counts can go up or down in a given year for a variety of reasons 
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while still showing a particular trend over the longitudinal time frame, the average annual 
percentage change was calculated in addition to the mean differences in rates described 
above. The computational strategy described in the “Method” section is illustrated using 
the following example: In 1990, the data provided by FDLE reported 2,377 arrests for sex 
crimes, 102 of which involved an individual with a prior conviction for a sex crime 
(4.3%). In 1991, out of 2,480 sex crime arrests, 121 were repeat offenders (4.9%). This 
change amounts to a raw increase in repeat offenders of 0.6% from 1990 to 1991 (4.9 − 
4.3). However, the change in the proportion of repeat offenders represents a 14% increase 
([4.9 − 4.3] / 4.3 × 100). The first percent change calculation reflects the change from 
1990-1991, so 1991 becomes the first year in the pre-intervention time period.

The average annual percent change in repeat arrests for each crime category was 
compared for the pre- (1991-1997) and post- (1998-2010) periods (see Table 2). 
Repeat arrests continued to increase each year in the post-intervention period in all 
crime categories except for robbery, but were more modest than in the pre-intervention 
period; a two-tailed t test was used to compare annual average percentage changes in 
the pre- and post-periods for each crime category and only drug crime was statistically 
significant (+.74). When the post-period was truncated (1998-2005), no statistically 
significant differences were found.

Finally, the annual average percent change in sex crime repeat arrests over the 
entire time frame (1991-2010), an increase of 3.47%, was compared with the annual 
average percent change in the other crime categories (see Table 3). Again, using a two-
tailed t test, no statistically significant differences in trends were noted.

Discussion

The hypothesis that sex offender management policies in Florida would result in declin-
ing sexual re-arrest rates was not supported. There are three primary observations that 
can be seen in these data. First, sex crime repeat arrest rates (the proportion of all sex 

Table 1.  Annual Average Repeat Offender Rates Pre- and Post 1997.

Crime 
category

Average annual 
repeat offender 

rate (1990-
2010)

Repeat rate 
pre-1997

Repeat rate 
post 1997a

Mean difference 
pre- and post 

1997 (truncated) 
(t test)

Mean 
difference pre- 
and post 1997 
(not truncated) 

(t test)

Sex offense 6.5 4.9 7.5 +2.5%*** +2.5***
Non-sexual 

assault
8.3 6 9 +3.0%*** +3.7***

Robbery 15.1 15.3 16.1 +0.75% +0.35
Drug 29.8 27 31 +3.9%*** +4.4***
DUI 11.6 10.2 12.5 +2.3%*** +2.3***

aTime period was truncated (1998-2005) to render the pre– and post–time frames equivalent. The non-
truncated period was 1998-2010.
***p < .001.
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Table 3.  Annual Average Percent Change in Sex Crime Repeat Arrests Compared With 
Other Crimes (1991-2010).

Sex crime (+3.47%) 
compared with: M % change t df Significance

Non-sexual assault +3.93 −1.684 19 .109
Robbery −0.73 0.764 19 .455
Drug +1.59 −1.062 19 .301
DUI +1.14 −0.268 19 .792

crime arrests that belong to individuals with a prior conviction for a sex offense) are 
substantially lower than commonly believed, hovering on average around 6.5% over 
the 20-year period. On average, in Florida, less than 7% of sex crime arrests each year 
were committed by repeat sex offenders. Second, sexual repeat arrest rates were consis-
tently lower than those of other felony crimes that also result in serious injury to victims 
and which have high fiscal and social costs for communities. Third, we did not find 
evidence that the panoply of policies passed since 1997 to track, monitor, and restrict 
known sex offenders (e.g., registration and public notification, residential restrictions) 
is associated with a reduced rate of sexual re-arrest compared with other crimes. In fact, 
the trend indicates a modest but statistically significant increase in sex crime average 
annual re-arrest rates over time. Because the trend is in the same direction as non-sexual 
assault, drug, and DUI crimes, it is likely attributable to something other than sex 
offender–specific policies.

When conducting analyses to determine the impact of a set of policies on sexual 
reoffending, there are a number of possible findings that may be observed as well as a 
variety of potential explanations for those observations (Agan, 2011). First, we might 
not observe any significant change in trends at all, suggesting that the intervention has 

Table 2.  Average Annual Percent Change in Repeat Arrests Pre- and Post-SORN.

M % change SD t Significance

Sex offense PRE 6.4 20.3 0.545 .601
POST 1997 1.9 11.2

Non-sexual 
assault

PRE 4.0 6.9 0.018 .986
POST 1997 3.9 3.9

Robbery PRE −3.3 5.3 −1.201 .245
POST 1997 0.67 7.8

Drug PRE 3.2 3.4 2.146 .046
POST 1997 0.74 1.7

DUI PRE 2.6 6.1 0.934 .380
POST 1997 0.34 2.8

Note. The pre– and post–time frames were (1991-1997) and (1998-2010), respectively. SORN = sex 
offender registration and notification.
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had no effect on criminal behavior and concluding that the policies have not achieved 
their explicit goal. Second, we might observe a decrease in reoffending, suggesting 
that there has indeed been a change, but the specific explanation for the decrease 
would be difficult to ascertain. For instance, because multiple community protection 
policies were implemented over the time span, it would be difficult to tease out the 
effect of any or each single policy, or even to determine the effects of the combination 
of policies. Further analyses would be required to attribute the outcome to a particular 
policy while controlling for a number of other factors, such as social or cultural vari-
ables or systemic changes in the procedures of law enforcement agencies or courts. 
Finally, we might observe an increase in reoffending, suggesting that a change has 
occurred in the opposite direction of what was expected, and calling for some conjec-
ture about the factors that have led to this result. In the current study, it is this final 
outcome that was observed.

According to the FBI, crime rates in general, adjusted to population changes, have 
declined over the past two decades, with violent crime decreasing by about 49%, 
although violent crimes increased slightly in 2012 (UCR, 2012). It is interesting that 
though this general trend is seen in Florida, repeat arrest proportions in Florida 
increased across categories over the study period. Thus, although the rate of crime 
adjusted for population growth in all five categories went down, the percentage of 
arrests comprised of repeat offenders went up.

We speculate that it is probable that this finding does not reflect a true increase 
in reoffending, but rather an increased likelihood of re-arrest, due to enhanced 
detection, reporting, and/or arresting practices. Criminal offenders in Florida are 
serving increasingly longer probationary periods, and technology has provided 
supervising officers with improved surveillance techniques. As well, law enforce-
ment strategies have been enhanced over the past two decades, resulting in improved 
investigative methods, and on a societal level, there is less tolerance for criminal 
behavior. Thus, we might expect that when known offenders (especially those on 
probation) do engage in criminal activities, they are more likely to be reported, 
caught, arrested, and punished. While crime rates in the overall population may be 
declining in Florida, repeat offenders might be more likely to be detected and held 
accountable.

Although all repeat arrest rates increased over time, sex offenders—who are moni-
tored even more closely than other offenders and beyond the end of formal probation-
ary supervision—may be more likely to be reported to authorities and arrested when 
allegations of new sex crimes are suspected. Indeed, some might interpret the increase 
in sexual re-arrest rates to be a desirable outcome and a signal of success of SORN 
laws, indicating that sex offenders who repeat their crimes are more likely to be 
detected than they used to be. Furthermore, one could argue that SORN has had a 
general deterrent effect because the percentage of arrestees who committed a first-time 
sex offense declined after 1997. In other words, as the proportion of repeat arrests 
increased, the proportion of first-time arrests dropped accordingly, perhaps suggesting 
a small general deterrence impact.

 by Jill Levenson on March 11, 2015ijo.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ijo.sagepub.com/


14	 International Journal of Offender Therapy and Comparative Criminology ﻿

The percentage change in repeat arrest rates over the post-policy period was higher 
for sex offenders than for robbers, drug offenders, and DUI offenders (but not statisti-
cally significant). A possible explanation is that the re-entry obstacles faced by sexual 
offender registration increase dynamic risk for reoffense. It is well established that the 
stigma of registration creates barriers to meaningful employment, stable housing, and 
social support systems (Jeglic, Mercado, & Levenson, 2011; Levenson & Cotter, 
2005a; Mercado et al., 2008; Tewksbury & Mustaine, 2009). Some scholars have cau-
tioned that these obstacles might actually increase risk that sex offenders will resume 
a life of crime or reoffend sexually (Kruttschnitt, Uggen, & Shelton, 2000; Tabachnick 
& Klein, 2011; Tewksbury & Mustaine, 2009; Willis & Grace, 2009). Criminal offend-
ers in general are most likely to successfully reintegrate when they receive support in 
the community and are able to engage in prosocial activities that promote conformity 
to the values of society (Maruna, 2001; Maruna, LeBel, Mitchell, & Naples, 2004; 
Petersilia, 2003; Uggen, Manza, & Behrens, 2004). Thus, a higher level of scrutiny 
compounded by the psychosocial stressors of the collateral consequences of registra-
tion may increase the chance of re-arrest for known sexual offenders in a way that is 
distinct from other offenders.

Implications for Policy

The purposes of SORN are twofold: to increase public awareness of sex offenders’ 
whereabouts and to allow law enforcement agencies to track and monitor these offend-
ers more closely. The ultimate goal of this rigorous monitoring is to prevent recidivis-
tic sex crimes by decreasing opportunities for victimization. Florida has one of the 
most comprehensive and strict registration systems in the country, adhering to the 
federal guidelines of the AWA and publicly displaying all sex offenders via an online 
registry for 25 years to life. It does not appear that sex offender–specific surveillance 
policies resulted in reduction of recidivism, even though they may have increased the 
likelihood that sexual reoffenders will come to the attention of authorities.

In the absence of clear evidence that these policies reduce recidivism, other alterna-
tives for sex offender management might be considered and pursued. For instance, sex 
offense recidivism risk significantly declines as RSOs spend time in the community 
offense-free (Hanson et al., 2014). Since a small minority of sex crimes is recidivistic, 
lifetime or 25-year registration durations may be unnecessary for most registrants. Sex 
offender management strategies may be more effective and cost-efficient when utiliz-
ing empirically derived risk assessments to target those at highest risk to reoffend. In 
this way, resources might be better directed toward more dangerous sex offenders, and 
obstacles to reintegration can be minimized for lower risk offenders.

This study, while unique in its design, yields results similar to other published 
research suggesting that reduced sexual recidivism is not a significant effect of sex 
crime legislation (Ackerman et al., 2012; Agan, 2011; Letourneau et al., 2010; Prescott 
& Rockoff, 2011; Vasquez et al., 2008; Zgoba et al., 2010). Sample et al. (2011) cau-
tioned that in the minds of politicians and the public, the symbolic expression of zero 
tolerance for sexual violence will likely outweigh fiscal considerations, concerns for 
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offender rights, and empirical testing. In the end, however, policies should be informed 
by scientific evidence.

Limitations

One limitation of using official arrest data in research is that undetected or unreported 
offenses cannot be accounted for. Research suggests that many victims of sexual 
assault are reluctant to report sex crimes for a variety of reasons (BJS, 2010) and that 
about 30% of child sexual abuse incidents are reported to authorities (Finkelhor et al., 
2008). On the other hand, because they are so closely scrutinized, RSOs may be more 
likely than first timers who commit sex crimes to be discovered or reported. Although 
we cannot account for the precise number of offenses that go unreported, we might 
assume that the proportion of undetected offenses has remained fairly constant over 
time (or decreased with increased public awareness about sexual assault). Thus, when 
examining trends, unreported crimes should not affect our ability to detect changes in 
repeat arrest rates over time.

Our method of defining repeat arrest was admittedly unconventional and differed from 
the typical approach of studying recidivism by following a criminal cohort over time to 
track new arrests. We were also unable to account for “pseudo-recidivism” in which 
offenders are arrested after an index offense for a crime that actually occurred before the 
index offense (usually due to delayed reporting by victims). Thus, our reoffending esti-
mates should not be construed as true recidivism rates and were devised simply to offer an 
examination of average yearly repeat arrest proportions over time and to compare the pro-
portion of repeat offenders in various crime categories. Because the data were provided 
and analyzed in aggregate form, we had no way of distinguishing individuals with specific 
offense characteristics, such as predators versus offenders, child abusers versus those with 
adult victims, offenders with male versus female victims, or low versus high risk.

Summary and Conclusion

In conclusion, sex crime repeat arrest rates in Florida did not appear to show a decline 
after SORN laws or other policies were implemented around 1997. Repeat arrest rates 
increased in the post-policy period for all crime categories. It is possible that the 
enhanced supervision of criminal offenders in general and sex offenders specifically 
has made it more likely that their recidivistic offenses will be discovered, resulting in 
increases in repeat offender arrests. Absent a statistically significant reduction in 
repeat sex crime arrests after the introduction of sex offender management laws, we 
cannot conclude that sex offender policies have achieved the goal of preventing sexual 
reoffending in Florida.
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