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The purpose of this symposium is to discuss factors and present data that should be taken into 
account when measuring and assessing (screening) the potential to abuse and the potential to re-
abuse. We argue that to appropriately screen, we need three key pieces of information: (a) population 
base rates of sexual offense convictions and re-convictions, (b) evidence-based methods for screening, 
and (c) principles that guide appropriate application and interpretation of screening results. In hope to 
aid the development of the methods, we aim to draw attention to methodological and practical issues 
that are evident in the way we measure recidivism and to suggest how these difficulties might affect 
practice, in the way we screen for abuse and how we measure and report recidivism in research.  

First, we will report on the rates of sexual offense convictions and re-convictions for a Canadian 
province. As part of this presentation, there will be a brief overview of the methodological challenges 
associated with measuring, reporting and comparing recidivism rates among studies and how those 
challenges can be addressed, for example, by examining how and when recidivism rates vary and 
‘stabilize’ in population data. These findings and suggestions act as a prelude to the second 
presentation, an introduction of difficulties we currently see in the practice of screening for the 
potential to abuse within organizational settings, which may be based on misconceptions we see in the 
research. The presentation concludes with a discussion on the impact that these misconceptions we 
see reported in the research can have on the practice and application of screening for the potential to 
abuse and recidivate. In the final presentation, we will offer some suggestions as to how screening for 
the potential to abuse and measuring recidivism may be improved upon with the aim of making society 
safer. 
 
 
 
 

Recidivism Rates: Population Data and Stability over Time 
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There is a growing focus on the use and analyses of recidivism rates, because reducing these rates 
through screening methods and criminogenic interventions should lead to decreases in sexual abuse 
and therefore decreases in social and economic costs related to the abuse. There are a number of 
measurement issues, however, when calculating recidivism rates and then using them to evaluate the 
impact of a new method or intervention. First, there are various definitions and terms such as 
recidivism, reoffending and recontact. These terms are often used interchangeably despite the fact 
that they represent different views of justice system (e.g., pre-trial, pre-conviction, post-conviction). 



 

Homogenous use of these terms leads to inappropriate comparisons but alternatives are not always 
available. A second measurement issue is the varying lengths of follow up periods after a method or 
intervention is in place. This occurs due to practical or operational decisions such as a need to evaluate 
a cognitive-behavioral program’s impact after 12 to 24 months implementation, the timing of the 
study, or replication of the various follow up periods reported in the literature. These measurement 
issues are compounded by a lack of large sample base rate data and the impact of convictions for 
violations rather than new criminal activity. This presentation will address these issues by presenting 
an examination of recidivism data for a full population: all sentenced sexual offenders supervised 
either in the community or in custody by a Canadian provincial corrections agency between 2005 and 
2012. Variations of follow-up periods, and variations within this population (e.g. re-offence categories 
such as domestic violence, sexual offending, drug related, administration of justice violations, and so 
on), risk level and age will be assessed.  
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Child services organisations need policies that minimise the risk of sexual abuse of the children in their 
care. In particular, managers (and the public) are justifiably concerned when abuse is perpetrated by 
individuals who should not have been working with children in the first place. Unfortunately, there has 
been relatively little work on determining unacceptable risk for sexually abusive behaviour in child 
service organisations. The purpose of this paper is to describe the contexts in which screening 
procedures are appropriate, review the academic literature on screening procedures and present the 
results of a pilot survey of current screening practices in the United Kingdom. We comment on the 
effectiveness of screening measures available for use by organisations and provide suggestions for 
improvement. Specifically, we recommend that screening procedures consider risk factors associated 
with the onset and persistence of child sexual abuse perpetration.      
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The purpose of this part of the presentation is to link the misconceptions that we discuss in the 
previous presentations with the impacts they have on the practice and application of screening for the 
potential to abuse and recidivate. In hope to aid the development of the methods, we aim to draw 



 

attention to methodological and practical issues that are evident in the way we measure recidivism 
and to suggest how these difficulties might affect practice, in the way we screen for abuse and how we 
measure and report recidivism in research. We will offer some suggestions as to how screening for the 
potential to abuse and measuring recidivism may be improved upon. In addition, we will offer some 
suggestions as to how we might incorporate attention-based instruments into screening for the 
potential to abuse, and the pros and cons of these alternative measures. We will offer suggestions as 
to how we might begin to apply change to move forward with screening for abuse and measuring 
recidivism, not only in the context of sexual offending, but in the context of all offenders.   
  
 

 


