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In criminological and social psychological theories, self-esteem, attitudes, and identity are thought to 
influence aggressive behavior. This symposium consists of three studies addressing questions about 
the relationship between implicit and explicit self-esteem, attitudes towards sexual offenders, 
identification as a sexual offender, cognitive consistency, and sexual offending against children. The 
first paper examines implicit and explicit self-esteem, narcissism, and psychopathy. The second paper 
explores implicit and explicit attitudes towards sexual offenders. The third paper examines implicit 
identification as a sexual offender and cognitive consistency. The findings from these studies highlight 
priority areas that should be further addressed with more rigorous research to strengthen our 
understanding of the role these cognitions may play in sexual offending against children. 
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Theory and research suggest cognition supportive of sexual offending plays an important role in 
the initiation and maintenance of sexual offending (e.g., Abel, Becker, & Cunningham-Rathner, 1984; 
Gannon, Ward, & Collie, 2006, 2007; Hall & Hirschman, 1992; Helmus, Hanson, Babchishin, & Mann, 
2012; Mann et al., 2010; Marshall & Barbaree, 1990; Ward & Siegert, 2002). Recently researchers have 
begun to focus specifically on the relationship between attitudes and sexually aggressive behaviour 
(e.g., Nunes et al., 2012; Widman & Olson, 2012). Attitudes can be defined as summary evaluations of 
a psychological object (e.g., Ajzen, 2001; Fazio, 2007). The attitude construct can be further divided 
into implicit attitudes - immediate automatically activated evaluations of a psychological object - and 
explicit attitudes - deliberative propositional reasoning about a psychological object (e.g., Gawronski & 
Bodenhausen, 2006).  

In the current study we examined the extent to which implicit and explicit attitudes towards 
sexual offenders were intercorrelated, associated with risk for violent and sexual recidivism, and 
differentiated sexual offenders against children (n = 29) from non-sexual offenders (n = 50). We 
adapted the Implicit Association Test (IAT; Greenwald, McGhee, & Schwartz, 1998) to measure implicit 



attitudes towards sexual offenders and used a self-report scale to measure explicit attitudes. Implicit 
and explicit attitudes were weakly, but significantly, positively intercorrelated. Both implicit and 
explicit attitudes significantly differentiated sexual offenders against children from non-sexual 
offenders, with sexual offenders against children showing significantly more positive implicit and 
explicit attitudes towards sexual offenders. Furthermore, implicit and explicit attitudes independently 
differentiated sexual offenders against children from non-sexual offenders and together they more 
strongly differentiated groups than either one alone. Implicit and explicit attitudes towards sexual 
offenders were not significantly related to risk of violent (including sexual) recidivism.  

Our results suggest that implicit and explicit measures of attitudes are associated with sexual 
offending against children and can provide complementary information such that a more complete 
assessment is possible with both approaches. Methodologically rigorous studies are warranted to more 
conclusively examine the role these cognitions may play in sexual offending against children.  
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Low self-esteem has been theoretically linked to the onset and maintenance of sex offending. 
Some researchers have found that sex offenders against children have lower self-esteem than non-sex 
offenders (Fernandez & Marshall, 2003; Hosser & Bosold, 2006) and that low self-esteem predicts 
sexual recidivism (Thornton et al., 2004). However, implicit self-esteem has not been found to differ 
significantly between sex offenders against children and non-sex offenders (Nunes et al., 2007). A 
contradictory evaluative view of the self has been linked to aggression (Kernis et al., 2008). This 
discrepant self-esteem has traditionally been thought of as a classic presentation of narcissism (Jordan 
et al., 2003), which is a cluster of personality traits associated with general violence (Bushman & 
Baumeister, 2002) and with sex offending (Quinsey et al., 2006).  

We investigated whether sex offenders against children (n = 34) differed from non-sex 
offenders (n = 44) on measures of implicit, explicit, and discrepant self-esteem, as well as narcissism 
and psychopathy. The degree to which these measures were associated with estimated risk of violent 
(including sexual) recidivism was also examined. Explicit self-esteem, narcissism, and psychopathy 
differentiated between groups, with sex offenders against children self-reporting significantly lower 
self-esteem, narcissism, and psychopathy compared to non-sex offenders. Groups did not differ 
significantly in terms of implicit or discrepant self-esteem.  

None of the self-esteem measures significantly correlated with psychopathy. However, higher 
explicit self-esteem was significantly associated with higher levels of narcissism, and both were 
associated with higher risk of violent recidivism. However, after controlling for narcissism, explicit self-



esteem was no longer significantly associated with risk of violent recidivism. These findings remained 
whether analyses were conducted on the entire sample or restricted to sex offenders against children.  

Our findings are consistent with the contention that sex offenders against children have lower 
explicit self-esteem and are less narcissistic and psychopathic than non-sex offenders. Groups did not 
differ significantly on implicit or discrepant self-esteem. Although higher explicit self-esteem was 
associated with increased risk of recidivism, it appeared to be a byproduct of the relationship between 
narcissism and risk of recidivism. This finding is consistent with the possibility that high self-esteem 
may only be predictive of violent (including sexual) offending behavior insofar as it reflects the 
presence of narcissistic traits (Baumeister et al., 2002). Limitations of the current study, including 
modest sample sizes and the cross-sectional study design, warrant cautious interpretation of results.  
These limitations leave our findings open to multiple plausible interpretations; for example, our results 
are consistent with the conclusion that low explicit self-esteem may play some causal role in sexual 
offending against children, but equally consistent with the conclusion that low explicit self-esteem may 
be a consequence of sexual offending against children. Future research should examine larger samples, 
subgroups of offenders, multiple implicit self-esteem measures, and prospective designs to provide 
clearer evidence regarding the role implicit and explicit self-esteem may (or may not) play in sexual 
offending against children.  
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In the current study, we examined the extent to which implicit identification of self as a sexual 
offender differentiated sexual offenders against children (n = 29) from non-sexual offenders (n = 50).  
We also examined the degree of consistency or balance between implicit identification, self-esteem, 
and attitudes towards sexual offenders. Both the criminological and social psychological literature 
suggest that people should generally show balance between cognitions about self, identity, and the 
group with which they identify – particularly for implicit cognitions (e.g., Festinger, 1957; Greenwald et 
al., 2002; Maruna & Copes, 2004). Balance can be achieved in a number of ways. For example, one 
could identify oneself as a sexual offender, have low self-esteem, and have a negative attitude towards 
sexual offenders. The cognitions are balanced in this example because both the self and the group with 
which one identifies are negatively evaluated. We expected to see balance between implicit 
identification, self-esteem, and attitudes. We also expected different balanced combinations of these 
three cognitions to be more common among sexual offenders against children (e.g., high identification, 
high self-esteem, and positive attitude) compared to non-sexual offenders (e.g., low identification, high 
self-esteem, and negative attitude). 



Sexual offenders against children showed significantly stronger implicit identification with 
sexual offenders than did non-sexual offenders.  Contrary to our expectations, we did not see evidence 
of balance between implicit identification, self-esteem, and attitude. We also did not find that any 
particular combination of identification, self-esteem, and attitude was more characteristic of sexual 
offenders against children than non-sexual offenders. However, implicit identification as a sexual 
offender and implicit attitude towards sexual offenders independently differentiated sexual offenders 
from non-sexual offenders and together differentiated groups better than either measure alone.  

Our findings are consistent with the possibility that implicit identification with sexual offenders 
and attitudes towards sexual offenders facilitate sexual offending against children. Although we did not 
find any support for our hypotheses regarding balance between implicit identification, self-esteem, 
and attitudes, our tests were limited by small sample size. Methodologically rigorous studies should be 
conducted to generate more conclusive evidence regarding the role these implicit cognitions may play 
in sexual offending against children.  
 


