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There are no generally accepted theories on the nature or etiology of sexual offending behavior. For 
the past twenty years, research regarding sexual offending has largely been dominated by risk 
assessment, focusing on the empirical identification of reliable predictors of sexual recidivism. The 
results are certainly impressive and helpful in combating sex offender recidivism, especially with 
regards to the Risk principle of the RNR model.  

Gradually, the focus has shifted from static risk prediction to the assessment of more dynamic 
risk factors to determine treatment focus and to provide means for treatment evaluation. However, 
besides the assessment of correlating risk factors before and after treatment, clinical practice is in 
need of theory driven risk assessment or “psychologically meaningful risk factors” (Mann en Hanson en 
Thornton, 2010), implying the determination of risk factors connected to (re)offending behavior 
through theoretically explained mechanisms. This would provide clinical practice not only with 
information on what risk factors to target in treatment but also give better indications on how to 
target them. 

One possible way to develop theories is to reason backward from empirical risk factors to 
underlying propensities to biopsychosocial mechanisms and a theoretical framework, such as Ward 
and Beech (2006) attempted in their integrated theory. However, with risk factors for reoffending as 
the point of departure, this is likely to result in a theory on reoffending for which the underlying 
mechanisms might well be different from the etiological mechanisms. Another problem is that these 
theories (much like the existing theories) will likely be offender-centered, describing specific 
developmental routes to offending behavior without including a normal or non-offending route. These 
theories generally don’t do justice to the heterogeneity among sex offenders and the enormous 
prevalence of (one time) sexual offending behavior. 

An alternative approach is to adopt a suitable theoretical framework from a related area of 
research and apply this to sexual offending behavior. In this presentation we will do this with an 
Incentive Theory of Sexual Motivation (Bindra, 1974; Singer &Toates, 1987; Both, Everaerd & Laan, 
2007; Toates, 2009), which is based in regular sexology and considers normal sexual motivation. The 
model describes sexual excitement and desire as an emotional reaction to a stimulus and considers the 
mechanism through which sexual emotional states and feelings of sexual excitement and desire 
appear, similar as in other emotions that are coupled with relatively strong bodily reactions (Both, 
Everaerd & Laan, 2007). 



This presentation will describe the incentive theory of sexual motivation and its essential 
factors: stimulus competence, liking, wanting and inhibition, including their neurobiological covariates. 
The applicability of this model for the description of sexual offending behavior will be explored 
regarding the individual factors of the model as well as the interactions between factors (Smid & Van 
Beek, 2012). Based on the model, a number of known correlating risk factors (deviant sexual interests, 
sexual preoccupation, sexual coping, emotion regulation problems and disinhibition) will be related to 
offending behavior. (As an example, based on the theory it is suggested that deviant sexual interest in 
non-consent may be better explained as a disinterest in consent.) Available empirical support for the 
model in the existing literature is discussed. 
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