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Recent research in the treatment of sexual offenders suggests that comprehensive
cognitivelbehavioral approaches may yield lower recidivism. This study reviewed
such a program, existing in Jackson County, Oregon, since 1982. Offenders were
mandated into this community-based program upon conviction of a felony or mis-
demeanor sexual offense, and averaged 2-3 years of participation. A group of of-
fenders who participated in the Jackson County program between 1985 and 1995
was identified through archival data from the Oregon Department of Corrections.
The data revealed success or nonsuccess in treatment, and any new convictions for
sexual or nonsexual offenses. A control group of nonsexual offenders in Jackson
County, and a group of sexual offenders in Linn County who did not have access to
any treatment program were also studied. As hypothesized, those Jackson County
offenders who successfully completed treatment had lower recidivism rates than
those who were unsuccessful in the program. The observed effect of the program
was particularly strong for offenders who remained in treatment for 1 year or more.
When review was restricted to those participants, the reoffense rate for Jackson
County offenders was reduced by over 40% when compared with Linn County
offenders.
KEY WORDS: cognitive/behavioral treatment; sexual offenders; recidivism.

Reviews of sexual offender recidivism rates have shown that even untreated
individuals convicted of such offenses reoffend less than individuals convicted
of drug or other violent offenses (18.5% compared to 25% and 30%, respec-
tively). Treatment lowers recidivism among sexual offenders even further (10.9%)
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suggesting that treatment approaches be further refined and additional research
focus on statistically rigorous tests of results (Lotke, 1996).

A comprehensive review of treatment programs by Marshall and Pithers
(1994) concluded that sexual offenders participating in specialized treatment had
lower reoffense rates than offenders who had not engaged in such treatment.
Preliminary results of a longitudinal study supported by the California State
Departments of Mental Health and Corrections and the National Institute of
Mental Health suggested that treatment subjects were less likely to commit new
sexual offenses than subjects who refused treatment (Marques, Day, Nelson, &

West, 1994), and a long-term study that followed sexual offender treatment com-

pleters from 6 months to 17 years in Minnesota, reported lower sexual recidivism
among successful treatment completers or near-completers (Dwyer, 1997).

Even so, there continues to be little specific treatment for sexual offenders
available in prisons. Although it may be expensive, the alternative of not providing
treatment during incarceration is even more costly when offenders return to the
community. Nothing in the external controls of a prison teaches offenders the
internal management controls necessary to avoid relapses. Once they are released,
untreated offenders may return to the community with a more ingrained pattern
of sexual aggression and few coping strategies with which to confront it (Salter,
1988; Sheen, 1996).

This reality has heightened a focus on community-based programs for cer-
tain sexual offenders, particularly first-time, nonviolent offenders. Researchers in
correctional psychology are seeking empirical evidence to support the use of as-
sessment and treatment tools that appear to be working for this population, before
and after incarceration.

This study examined treatment efficacy of a community-based cognitive/
behavioral program by comparing recidivism rates in a group of treated sexual
offenders to rates in control groups of nonsexual offenders in the same county,
and rates of sexual offenders in a similar county who lacked access to such a

program.

METHOD

Description of Program

The Jackson County Community Corrections office has operated an inte-
grated treatment and supervision program for sexual offenders since 1981. The
program includes a cognitive/behavioral component designed to teach sexual of-
fenders to identify and intervene in their own deviant arousal pattern, and to pro-
vide internal controls to maintain such behavioral change once treatment has been
completed. Treatment and service delivery in the program has been remarkably
consistent, regardless of therapist or corrections staff. The program emphasizes
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multidisciplinary collaboration among treatment and corrections professionals,
including the use of polygraph examinations for disclosure purposes and mainte-
nance throughout supervision. Relapse prevention is integrated into all elements
of the program.

Participation in the program is generally mandatory for all individuals con-
victed of any sexual offense in Jackson County, or any individual convicted in
another County but supervised in Jackson County; therefore, offenders are not
selected on the basis of whether they are amenable to treatment or not. A pri-
mary focus of the Jackson County program is group work, for offenders as well as
victims and nonoffending family members. Offender partners are encouraged to
review an offender’s sexual and abuse history, and to enter into a separate group
for therapy.

Participants

A project to evaluate outcomes of this combined supervision and treatment
approach was undertaken in 1995 by a team from Jackson County Community
Corrections and Southern Oregon University. Data were provided from case files
of sexual offenders supervised in Jackson County as well as subsequent arrest and
conviction data from the Law Enforcement Data System (LEDS). The Oregon
Department of Corrections Research and Evaluation Unit joined the project in
1996 to provide data analysis and a review of the findings.

Using archival data, the Jackson County team identified one group of 601 sex-
ual offenders supervised in Jackson County between 1985 and 1995, a second group
of 89 offenders supervised in Linn County between 1985 and 1992 (before specific
treatment was available), and a third group of 231 nonsexual offenders supervised
in Jackson County between 1985 and 1995. This last group was randomly selected
from the entire caseload of nonsexual offenders supervised in Jackson County for
the referenced time interval.

Sexual offenses for both offender groups were defined by Oregon statute
as contributing to the sexual delinquency of minor, incest, rape, sexual abuse,
sodomy, and unlawful sexual penetration. Convictions for nonsexual offenders
ranged from misdemeanor offenses to arson, assault, and murder felonies. Data
supplied for each offender included age, gender, date of entering supervision,
supervision status (parole or probation), major offense, date of entering and leaving
treatment, treatment completion status, and dates and nature of any subsequent
misdemeanors or felony convictions or both.

Data were compared with the Oregon Department of Corrections database
(CIS = Corrections Information System), resulting in a match on all but 62 of-
fenders who were dropped from the analysis. Twenty-seven offenders identified in
Jackson County who could not be matched with a sexual offense in CIS were also
dropped from the analysis. A CIS search for other Linn County sexual offenders
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revealed an additional 258 individuals who had not received treatment and had not
been reported to the Jackson County research team.

Subsequent offenses recorded by the Jackson County team were compared
to CIS records. To provide the most stringent test of offender behavior, when data
sources revealed any differences in conviction dates (beyond minor variations),
the earlier date of new conviction was used for each offender.

Data Analysis

In a preliminary analysis, the Jackson County team compared the criminal
recidivism of Jackson County sexual offenders with that of Linn County offenders
as well as Jackson County nonsexual offenders by dividing the Jackson County
sexual offenders into four subgroups based on treatment outcomes:

A successful treatment subgroup included 170 individuals who had success-
fully completed the Jackson County program as determined by the treatment
provider. These individuals met criteria for a successful completion, including
a demonstrable understanding of the cognitive and behavioral methods and skills
necessary to manage and control deviant sexual impulses in the future. From this
group, only 1 individual, (0.6%) had received a subsequent sexual offense felony
conviction. In addition, 10 individuals had received subsequent nonsexual convic-
tions, for an overall criminal recidivism rate of 6.5%.

An unsuccessful treatment subgroup included 157 individuals who failed to
successfully complete the Jackson County program as determined by the treat-
ment provider. These individuals failed to meet criteria for successful completion,
including, in some cases, termination from the program for noncompliance or vio-
lation of probation conditions or both. From this group, 17 individuals, or 10.8%,
were subsequently convicted of a new sexual offense. A total of 51 (32.5%) had
subsequent criminal convictions.

An incomplete treatment subgroup included 68 participants who had suc-
cessfully participated in the program for a length of time, but had not completed
it for one of the following reasons: (a) the therapist determined that the individual
was unable to fully comprehend or implement basic components of the program
because of physical, cognitive, or developmental limitations; (b) supervision was
transferred out of Jackson County before program completion; or (c) sentence
length was insufficient to allow program completion-1 year or less. Of the 68 in-
dividuals in this subgroup, I individual, (1.5%), received a subsequent felony sex
offense conviction. Thirteen individuals had nonsexual offense convictions for a

total criminal recidivism rate of 20.6%.
A non-treatment subgroup included 149 individuals who, although eligible

for the program, did not participate for one of the following reasons: (a) probation
was revoked or the individual absconded from supervision, (b) supervision was
transferred to another jurisdiction outside of Jackson County, (c) the individual
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Table I. Preliminary Results-Jackson County Team

aPercentage values given in parens.

was deemed inappropriate for the program by treatment providers or corrections
staff. From this group, 7 individuals, or 4.7% were subsequently convicted of a
new sexual offense.

When successful, unsuccessful, and incomplete treatment conditions were
combined, the recidivism rate for sexual offenses rose to 4.8%, and recidivism for
all crime was 19.2%. A chi-square test for differences among the subgroups was
significant, indicating that there were meaningful differences in recidivism rates
among the different groups (X2 = 25.12, df = 3, p < .O1.). Results of the Jackson
County team’s research are summarized in Table I.

For a more rigorous test of the data, the Department of Corrections Research
Unit elected not to divide Jackson County sexual offenders into subgroups based
on potentially subjective treatment performance, but rather to measure success by
behavior of all offenders who participated in the program, compared to all Linn
County offenders, and all Jackson County nonsexual offenders.

In addition, those Jackson County sexual offenders who had been admitted
to probation or parole supervision more than 1 year before entering the treatment
program, and had shown a measure of success under such supervision, were also
dropped from the analysis. Application of these criteria resulted in reduced group
sizes of 373 for Jackson County sexual offenders, 343 for Linn County offenders,
and 173 for Jackson County nonsexual offenders.

To test for relative equivalence of these three groups, basic demographic and
criminal history data were also compared. Table II shows the demographic and
criminal histories of all groups. All three groups were overwhelmingly White. The
mean age of sexual offenders was 36.7 years in Jackson County and 33.7 years in
Linn County. Jackson County’s nonsexual offender mean age was 29.7 years.

Linn County offenders had a somewhat longer criminal history than the other
two groups, both in terms of previous incarcerations and prior convictions. Types
of crimes committed by the groups also differed: 58% of the Jackson County
sexual offenders were convicted of sexual abuse, 25% were convicted of rape or

sodomy, 8% were convicted of other sex crimes; 41 % of Linn County offenders
were convicted of sexual abuse, 32% of rape or sodomy, 9% of other sex crimes,
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Table II. Demographic and Criminal Histories of the Study Groups

a Values in parenthesis are percentage values.

and 17% had additional convictions for more serious nonsexual crimes. In general,
the Linn County offenders appear to have slightly longer and more serious criminal
records than the Jackson County sexual offenders. The Jackson County nonsexual
offenders are younger, have longer criminal records, and more property than per-
son offenses. Sixty-three percent of the Jackson County nonsexual offenders were
under supervision for property or drug crimes or both.

As the Jackson County treatment program did not distinguish among types
of offenders (familial and nonfamilial, age, or gender of victim), no data were
collected for these variables. Certainly, risks related to children remain a pri-
mary concern, and offenders who demonstrate particular or primary pedophilic
interest should be carefully assessed before any community treatment program is
considered.

RESULTS

Because the data allowed a lengthy time for observation, and because there is
substantial evidence that sexual offenders should be monitored longer than other
offenders for reoffense behavior, a comparison of failure rates for the three groups
was undertaken for periods of 3 and 5 years after entering supervision. Tables III
and IV show that the reconviction rates of Jackson County sexual offenders were
substantially lower than those of Jackson County nonsexual offenders, and slightly
lower than those of Linn County offenders.

Table III. Three-Year Felony Conviction Rates by Group
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Table IV Five-Year Felony Conviction Rates by Group

When Jackson County sexual offenders were restricted to those who partic-
ipated in treatment for I year or more as shown in Table V, the reoffense rate for
Jackson County sexual offenders (8.8%) reduced by over 40% when compared
with Linn County offenders (15%). It is not surprising that sexual offenders who
failed or dropped out of treatment would contribute substantially to the recidivism
rate of the group.

A Kaplan-Meyer survival analysis of the three groups considered the time
between an offender’s admission to supervision and any conviction for a new
crime. Participants were removed from the comparative analysis at appropriate
time intervals, depending upon their individual survival time or the period they
were at risk for a new offense. Using time to first felony conviction as the outcome
measure, Jackson County sexual offenders were shown to have a significantly lower
probability of recidivism than either of the other two groups. Compared with the
Linn County sexual offenders, the survival analysis statistic was 4.35 (p < .04),
and compared with Jackson County nonsexual offenders, it was 36.43 (p < .001).
Close examination of the cumulative survival rate of offenders in each group over

time showed that the Jackson County and Linn County sexual offenders had rather
similar patterns of revocation/conviction for approximately the first 3 years of
supervision, but thereafter Linn County offenders continued to fail at an increased
rate while Jackson County failures remained level.

When incarcerations were restricted to those over 6 months (and included with
felony convictions) the patterns were again similar, but with a higher success rate
for Jackson County sexual offenders, which diverged earlier from Linn County
offenders’ rates of reoffense. This suggests that the parole and probation case
management practices, which included short periods of incarceration for sexual

Table V Five-Year Felony Conviction Rates by Group’

&dquo;Treatment > 1 year.
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offenders who began to exhibit preoffense behavior or otherwise violated supervi-
sion conditions, might have been an effective strategy in preventing new offenses.

The observed effect of the Jackson County program was particularly strong
for offenders who remained in treatment for I year or more. Those Jackson County
offenders who did not complete at least 1 year in treatment actually had a slightly
higher recidivism rate than Linn County offenders, suggesting that more intensive
intervention and supervision during the first year could increase the overall benefit
of the treatment program.

DISCUSSION

The magnitude of differences shown in the survival analysis is sufficient
to indicate a clinically meaningful effect of the Jackson County program. This
finding supports the optimism reported for comprehensive treatment programs with
a cognitive/behavioral emphasis (Hudson, Marshall, Ward, Johnston, & Jones,
1995; Marshall & Anderson, 1996; Marshall & Pithers, 1994).

Given the dynamics of behavioral change and the unique characteristics of
sexual offending, it is vital that we continue to evaluate what works for whom

with the necessary empirical data, and to address methodological concerns raised
in the literature (English, 1996). This study carries some of the design flaws of
earlier recidivism studies (Furby, Weinrott, & Blackshaw, 1988), including the
possibility that outcome measures were inadequate or incomplete, control groups
were inadequate, and the control for variables, which could account for outcome
differences, was difficult. For example, differences in the demographic character-
istics and criminal history of the groups might have been a potential source of
error; however, unique personal stressors and psychosocial characteristics can be
considered, but not quantified.

This study did, however, address some of the methodological concerns raised
in prior reports, including small sample sizes, inadequate observation time, and
failure to include treatment refusals or dropouts in analyses (English, 1996). The
sample size of the Jackson County sexual offenders appears to be one of the larger
groups reported, particularly for community-based treatment programs. The rather
long observation time between 1985 and 1995 allows, in some cases, up to 10 years
after admission to supervision. Finally, treatment refusals or dropouts were in-
cluded in data analyses.

Although findings are encouraging for the establishment of other community-
based, cognitive/behavioral treatment models, generalizing such findings to other
jurisdictions must be done with caution because of unique characteristics of the
Jackson County program, including treatment team organization, service coordi-
nation for offenders and their families, extremely close supervision of offenders
on specialized caseloads, and an ongoing emphasis on relapse prevention, all of
which takes place within a relatively small community.
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Corrections and therapeutic professionals alike emphasize that sexual of-
fenders almost invariably have more than one victim. Effectively treating only one
offender thus carries the potential of reducing a great deal of human suffering. A
community response must consider the personal, social, spiritual, and economic
impacts of such work; with attention to public safety, offender accountability, and,
most importantly, the healing of victims.
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