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Issues and Findings
Discussed in this Brief: Results of
a national telephone survey identi-
fying how probation and parole
agencies managed adult sex of-
fenders and a description of a
model management process for
containing sex offenders serving
community sentences. The model
process evolved from insights
gleaned from field research in six
States.

Key issues: In 1994, State prisons
held 88,100 sex offenders com-
pared to 20,500 in 1980. Most will
return to the community, many su-
pervised by parole officers. Many
persons convicted of sexual assault
felonies are sentenced to proba-
tion. The distinctive characteristics
of sex offenders and the unique
trauma they inflict require use of
more than routine, one-size-fits-all
methods of supervision. How can
sex offenders be managed in com-
munity settings in ways that en-
hance public safety and victim
protection?

Key findings: The survey and field
research yielded the following re-
sults and suggestions:

● The most commonly reported
special conditions for sex offenders
on probation or parole were court-
or officer-ordered treatment re-
quirements and no-contact-with-
victim provisions.

Managing Adult Sex Offenders in
the Community—A Containment
Approach
by Kim English, Suzanne Pullen, and Linda Jones

Of the many factors that underscore the
critical importance of effectively manag-
ing sex offenders on probation, parole, or
under other forms of community supervi-
sion, none is more compelling than the
devastating trauma1 visited on victims of
sexual assault.

Such trauma falls disproportionately on
children under age 18 if data obtained in
1991 from sex offenders in State prisons
are any indication: about two-thirds of
them committed their crimes against chil-
dren under age 18, with about 58 percent
being under age 13.2 Less than 10 per-
cent of the inmates incarcerated for
sexual assault of children reported that
victims had been strangers to them.3

Components of the trauma associated
with sexual assault include shame, self-
blame, fear, developmental crises, post-
traumatic stress disorder, and the threat
or actuality of physical violence, terror,
and injury. Most profound in its traumatic
implications is the violation of trust that
occurs if, as in most sexual assault vic-
timizations,4 offenders are known to vic-
tims. Trauma and the length and level of
recovery seem linked to trust violation
more than to many other factors.5 Thus,

what might be regarded by some as a
relatively minor type of sexual assault
(e.g., “just fondling”) can be extremely
traumatic to a victim who trusted the
perpetrator.

The accelerating influx of sex offenders
into the criminal justice system further
heightens the need for effective sex of-
fender supervision and management
practices, both in and out of prisons. The
number of adults convicted annually of
rape, child molestation, or other forms of
sexual assault and sentenced to State
prisons more than doubled between 1980
(8,000) and 1992 (19,100, almost 5 per-
cent of all State prison admissions that
year).6

State prisons held 20,500 sex offenders
in 1980, 75,900 in 1992, 81,100 in 1993,
and 88,100 in 1994.7 The majority will
return to the community, many under
supervision by parole officers. In 1992,
States paroled 7,382 prisoners convicted
of sex offenses.8

In addition, many—more in some States
than others—of those convicted of sexual
assault felonies are sentenced to proba-
tion or to other forms of community
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● Probation and parole agencies
with specialized caseloads were
more likely to report use of such
community-safety approaches as
emphasis on after-hours monitor-
ing of offenders and an orientation
focusing on victim protection.

● More than 80 percent of proba-
tion and parole respondents stated
that mental health treatment is
mandated for sex offenders under
community supervision.

● The model process for managing
and containing sex offenders on
probation or parole values public
safety, victim protection, and repa-
ration for victims as paramount.

● The model process seeks to con-
tain offenders in a triangle of su-
pervision: treatment to teach sex
offenders to develop internal con-
trol over deviant thoughts; supervi-
sion and surveillance to control
offenders’ external behaviors; and
polygraph examinations to help
design, and to monitor conform-
ance to, treatment plans and su-
pervision conditions.

● Other aspects of the process are
(1) collaborative strategies relying
on intra-agency, interagency, and
interdisciplinary teams to develop a
unified approach to sex offender
management; (2) consistent public
policies supportive of sex offender-
specific containment practices; and
(3) quality control measures that
include monitoring and evaluation
to guide continuous improvement
in sex offender management.

Target audience: Probation and
parole officers and supervisors,
treatment providers, victim services
personnel, law enforcement offi-
cials, prosecutors, judges, social
services personnel, State and local
policymakers.

Issues and Findings
continued. . .

supervision.9 For example, in Colorado in
1990, of those convicted of sexual assault
(5 percent of all felony convictions),
courts sentenced 60 percent to probation,
4 percent to halfway houses, and 36 per-
cent to prison.10 In one notable area,
Maricopa County, Arizona, about 500 of
the 1,300 sex offenders on probation are
serving lifetime probation sentences.11

Clinical practice and research, and data
obtained from probation and parole offic-
ers nationwide, indicate that adults who
commit sex crimes should be managed,
treated, and supervised differently from
other criminals.

Although community safety is the central
purpose of sex offender management,
characteristics of the sex offenders them-
selves dictate the form and style of treat-
ment that will be most effective. Not all
sex offenders share all the following char-
acteristics, and the absence of a particu-
lar characteristic does not mean the
individual is not a sex offender.

• Sex crimes flourish in secrecy. Sex of-
fenders have secretive and manipulative
lifestyles, and many of their sexual as-
saults are so well planned that they ap-
pear to occur without forethought.12 The
skills used to manipulate victims have
also been employed to manipulate crimi-
nal justice officials.13

• Many sex offenders are otherwise
highly functioning people who use their
social skills to commit their crimes.14

• Sex offenders typically have developed
complicated and persistent psychological
and social systems constructed to assist
them in denying and minimizing the
harm they inflict on others, and often
they are very accomplished at presenting
to others a facade designed to hide the
truth about themselves.15

• Many sex offenders commit a wide
range and large number of sexually devi-

ant acts during their lives and show a
continued propensity to reoffend.16 In a
study of 561 compulsive adult subjects,
rapists reported a lifetime average of 7
incidents and exhibitionists more than
500. In this sample of 561 voluntary sub-
jects, about 54 percent reported having at
least two paraphilias; 20 percent partici-
pated in deviant behavior without regard
to victim gender; and 23.3 percent re-
ported offending against both family and
nonfamily victims.17

Knowledge of the actual dynamics of sex
offending is not widespread, but the
public’s awareness of sex offenders is in-
creasing and is often manifested as out-
rage at particularly heinous sexual
assaults, especially those committed by
offenders under community supervision.
In many States, victim and family outrage
is fueling legislation requiring registra-
tion of convicted sex offenders with law
enforcement agencies, and enactment of
community notification and sexual preda-
tor laws.

What is being done to manage sex offend-
ers in the community to contain them and
thereby protect victims and the public?
Research sponsored by the National In-
stitute of Justice (NIJ) and conducted by
the Colorado Division of Criminal Justice
addressed those questions through (1) a
national telephone survey of 732 proba-
tion and parole supervisors and (2) field
research in six States (see “Research
Methods”).

The telephone survey focused on identi-
fying how probation and parole agencies
managed adult sex offenders (see “Tele-
phone Survey: Selected Findings”). Field
research uncovered specific, targeted
methods for managing sex offenders and
led to insights that culminated in a de-
tailed proposal—a model containment
process—for the management of adult
sex offenders serving community sen-
tences.
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Five-part model
containment process

The model process for managing adult
sex offenders in the community is a
containment approach that seeks to
hold offenders accountable through the
combined use of both offenders’ inter-
nal controls and external control mea-
sures (such as the use of the polygraph
and relapse prevention plans). A con-
tainment approach requires the inte-
gration of a collection of attitudes,
expectations, laws, policies, proce-
dures, and practices that have clearly
been designed to work together. This
approach is implemented through in-
teragency and interdisciplinary team-
work.

Consistent with the clinical treatment
literature and with dozens of local pro-
tocols developed for managing cases of
sexual assault, the model process con-
sists of five components, discussed be-
low: an overall philosophy and goal of
community and victim safety,  sex of-
fender-specific containment strategies,
interagency and interdisciplinary col-
laboration, consistent public policies,
and quality control.

1. Overall philosophy and goal:
community and victim safety. At
the heart of the model process is a phi-
losophy that values public safety, vic-
tim protection, and reparation for
victims as the paramount objectives of
sex offender management. Protection
and recovery of the victim and the
well-being of the community are con-
cerns that guide policy development,
program implementation, and actions
of professionals working with sexual
assault victims and perpetrators.

In this approach to sex offender man-
agement, the client is the community.
Under this philosophy, treatment and
supervision modalities give priority to

T

community protection and victim
safety. Orders for no contact with the
victim are sought at the earliest oppor-
tunity. Whenever possible, the perpe-
trator rather than the victim is
removed from the home in cases of in-
cest. Confidentiality is limited, and in-
formation is shared freely among the
management team. And the impor-
tance of employment for sex offenders
yields to public safety considerations
when prospective jobs are high-risk
because of the access they give offend-
ers to potential victims—as would em-
ployment as a school bus driver or as
apartment-complex superintendent
with keys to each unit. The energy and
commitment of the probation and pa-
role officer is thereby devoted to as-
sisting the sex offender to remain
safely in the community.

2. Sex offender-specific contain-
ment: individualized case manage-
ment system. This component of the

model process focuses on a contain-
ment approach to case processing and
case management that can be tailored
to the individual sex offender and his
or her deviant sexual history. This ap-
proach rests on the dual premise that
sex offenders are 100 percent respon-
sible for the damage they inflict and
that they must constantly and consis-
tently be held accountable for the in-
appropriate thoughts and feelings that
precede their crimes as well as for
their illegal actions. Three elements
work together to contain the sex of-
fender:

• Sex offender-specific treatment
to help offenders learn to develop in-
ternal control. Trained and skilled
therapists treat sex offenders in cogni-
tive-behavioral group therapy to help
them achieve personal control of their
deviant sexual impulses, thoughts,
feelings, and behaviors. Sex offenders
are expected to understand and learn

Research Methods

he research question: How are the
Nation’s probation and parole agencies
managing adult sex offenders? Field re-
search and a national telephone survey
were the primary research approaches
used to address that question.

Encompassing 49 States (South Dakota
was not included) and the District of Co-
lumbia, the telephone survey sample was
stratified by population density and geog-
raphy. During June-October 1994, inter-
viewers contacted 758 probation and
parole supervisors, of whom 732 (96.6
percent) agreed to hour-long interviews.
The survey obtained basic information
about policies and procedures related to
sex offender case management, treat-
ment and other court orders, staff train-
ing, and interagency collaboration.

Conducted in 1994, field research involved
more than 100 interviews in 13 jurisdic-
tions located in Arizona, Colorado, Louisi-
ana, Ohio, Oregon, and Texas. Researchers
interviewed probation and parole officers,
defense and prosecuting attorneys, law
enforcement personnel, social service
workers, sex offender treatment providers,
sexual assault victim treatment providers,
polygraph examiners, judges, correctional
administrators, parole authorities, victim
advocates, and sex offenders.

Other research included a review of the re-
search and theoretical literature on victim
trauma and sex offender management
and treatment, a content analysis of sex
offense statutes in 50 States, and a sys-
tematic document review (manuals, proto-
cols, policies, etc.).
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to interrupt their individual offense
cycles. The effort to promote and
monitor internal control with an ap-
proach that overtly identifies danger-
ous thoughts, fantasies, and feelings
as critical treatment and management
issues is an important departure from
traditional criminal justice interven-
tion with sex offenders.

• Official supervision and monitoring
to exert external control over offend-
ers. Probation and parole agencies
apply pressure—through clear expec-
tations and through use or threatened
use of sanctions—to ensure that the
offender complies with specialized
treatment and supervision conditions.
This pressure to participate in sex of-
fender-specific treatment for purposes
of public safety inextricably links the
mental health community and criminal
justice system.

• Polygraph examinations to obtain
complete sexual history information
and to monitor the offender’s deviant
fantasies and external behaviors—
particularly access to victims. Data
obtained during the polygraph exami-
nation provide vital management and
compliance feedback to the treatment
provider and probation/parole officer.

Maintaining close communication and
acting as a team, the treatment pro-
vider, probation/parole officer, and
polygraph examiner form a triangle of
supervision, with the offender con-
tained in the middle (see “Containing
the Sex Offender in the Supervision
Triangle”).  Sex offenders must waive
confidentiality of the information they
divulge because containment depends
on the constant sharing of information
by and among team members, other
criminal justice professionals, family
members, and others, such as employ-
ers and church officials.

F
Telephone Survey: Selected Findings

indings based on the responses of
732 probation and parole supervisors to a
nationwide telephone survey are pre-
sented in terms of seven supervision is-
sues that field research identified as vital
components of an effective sex offender
containment strategy.*

1. Specialized units or caseloads. Al-
most one-third of the probation and pa-
role agencies had specialized caseloads.
Those agencies were more likely to report
the use of such community safety-related
approaches as imposition of special su-
pervision conditions on sex offenders,
emphasis on after-hours monitoring of
offenders, and an orientation focusing on
victim safety.

2. Availability of victim information
for case management purposes. Sev-
enty-eight percent of probation agencies
and 63 percent of parole agencies repre-
sented in the survey included a victim im-
pact statement in the sex offender’s case
file, and about 30 percent had proce-
dures for informing victims of significant
changes in the status of the sex
offender’s case.

3. Sex offender management prac-
tices and special conditions. The most
commonly reported special conditions of
probation and parole were court- or of-
ficer-ordered treatment requirements and
no-contact-with-victim provisions. About
10 percent of the probation and parole
agencies reported electronic monitoring
of sex offenders; the same percent re-
ported use of the polygraph for treat-
ment or supervision purposes.
Supervision contacts with sex offenders
were more frequent than with nonsex of-
fenders in most of the probation and pa-
role agencies surveyed.

4. Sanctioning and revocation prac-
tices. Respondents indicated that super-

vising officers required a range of sanc-
tions to “tighten the reins” on adult sex
offenders when they began to exhibit
high-risk behavior patterns or to fail to
comply with supervision or treatment
conditions. Agencies following a special-
ized approach to managing sex offenders
were more likely to use short-term con-
finement (jails or halfway houses) as a
prerevocation sanction than to use elec-
tronic monitoring or to increase supervi-
sion contacts. Sanctions that could be
imposed in less than 24 hours were the
ones most likely used, suggesting the
need for methods of immediate interven-
tion.

5. Sex offender treatment. Treatment
is commonly required of sex offenders
under community supervision. More than
80 percent of probation and parole re-
spondents reported that mental health
treatment is mandated. Sixty percent of
respondents used an approved list of
treatment providers; 26 percent stated
that sex offender treatment services were
in short supply.

6. Training. About two-thirds of the pro-
bation and parole supervisors reported
they had received training in sex offender
management, but less than half had re-
ceived it within the last year.

7. Interagency collaboration. One-third
of the respondents reported that an inter-
agency group meets regularly to discuss
sex offender issues. Most frequently
named as participants in interagency
teams were law enforcement officers and
treatment providers.

*See English, K., S. Colling-Chadwick, S.
Pullen, and L. Jones, How Are Adult
Felony Sex Offenders Managed on Proba-
tion and Parole? Denver: Colorado Divi-
sion of Criminal Justice, Department of
Public Safety, 1996.



5

R  e  s  e  a  r  c  h    i  n    B  r  i  e  f

In pursuing safe and effective treat-
ment of sex offenders in the commu-
nity, therapists must obtain full
disclosure of offenders’ sexual histo-
ries. Sex offenders must examine care-
fully their lives and recognize as
dysfunctional the situations, relation-
ships, emotional states, attitudes, and
behaviors that they may be consider-
ing as “normal.” Use of the polygraph
helps ensure that offenders fully reveal
their sexual histories—information
that is essential to the development of
effective treatment programs.18 To the
observation that polygraph results may
not always be accurate, the rejoinder
is that they have been found to be sig-
nificantly more reliable, on average,
than offenders’ self-reported histories.

In jurisdictions identified by field re-
search as employing the containment
approach, the treatment intervention
was group therapy, for which offenders
were nearly always required to pay at
least a portion of the cost. Individual
therapy may occur for specific issues
and in limited contexts but provides
too much opportunity for image man-
agement. Only in group therapy are
offenders exposed to the type of valu-
able, perceptive, and corroborating
confrontation that occurs with fellow
sex offenders.

A “cure” for sex offending is no more
available than is a cure for epilepsy or
high blood pressure. But use of a vari-
ety of interventions can help manage
these disorders. A realistic objective of
treatment is to provide sex offenders
with the tools to manage their inappro-
priate sexual arousal and behavior. A
therapist can, in many cases, teach of-
fenders self-management by develop-
ing skills for avoiding high-risk
situations through identification of de-
cisions and events that precede them

and through correction of their thought
distortions. Treatment focuses on rec-
ognizing and managing deviant sexual
behavior and offenders’ thoughts and
attitudes that promote it.

Research reveals that deviant thoughts
and fantasies by sex offenders are pre-
cursors to sexual assault and, there-
fore, are an integral part of the assault
pattern.19

By instilling in offenders the dictum
that deviant attitudes and fantasies re-
inforce deviant behavior and are not
acceptable, treatment providers and
supervising officers are prepared to in-
tervene—set limits—at the incipient
stages of reoffending patterns. Al-
though such thoughts and feelings are
not crimes, they are signals that con-
stitute good reasons—based on em-
pirical research and clinical
experience—to increase supervision
and “tighten the reins” on an offender.
This increased surveillance often re-
sults in detecting preassault behaviors
that can be interrupted or, conversely,
lead to revocation.

Using thoughts and feelings—the stuff
of therapy—as a starting point for risk
management is a marked departure
from traditional criminal justice super-
vision. Once a sex offender reveals
thoughts and feelings that are part of
the assault pattern, criminal justice of-
ficials can use that information to de-
velop and, if necessary, continuously
update an individualized treatment,
supervision, and surveillance plan.
The top priority of such a plan is to
eliminate opportunities for reoffense—
to protect victims and the general
public. In that regard, sex offender-
specific probation or parole condi-
tions, such as those that follow, play a
crucial role:

• Your employment must be approved
by the probation/parole agency.

• You shall participate in treatment
with a therapist approved by the pro-
bation/parole department.

• You shall participate in periodic
polygraph examinations.

• You shall not have contact with chil-
dren under age 18.

• You shall not frequent places where
children congregate, such as
schoolyards, parks, playgrounds, and
arcades.

• You shall maintain a driving log
(mileage; time of departure, arrival, re-
turn; routes traveled and with whom;
etc.).

• You shall not drive a motor vehicle
alone without prior permission of your
supervising officer.

• You shall not possess any porno-
graphic, sexually oriented, or sexually
stimulating visual, auditory, tele-
phonic, or electronic media and com-
puter programs or services that are
relevant to your deviant behavior pat-
tern.

• You shall reside at a place approved
by the supervising officer, including
supervised living quarters.

• You shall abide by a curfew imposed
by the supervising officer and comply
with electronic monitoring, if so or-
dered.

• You shall not have contact, directly
or through third parties, with your vic-
tims.

• You shall abstain from alcoholic
beverages and participate in periodic
drug testing.
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• You shall not have a post office box
number without the approval of your
supervising officer.

• You shall not use fictitious names.

Specialized surveillance officers can
also help determine compliance with
conditions by monitoring offenders
through intensive field work. Duties of
surveillance officers may include
searching the residences and vehicles
of offenders, monitoring their activi-
ties, making arrests, attending therapy
groups, and discussing high-risk is-
sues with offenders and assessing their
mental states.20

The goal of the polygraph examina-
tion is to obtain information necessary
for risk management and treatment,
and to reduce the sex offender’s denial
mechanisms. The examiner evaluates
answers to carefully developed ques-
tions as truthful, deceptive, or incon-
clusive. Deceptive results flag areas of
concern that the treatment provider
and supervising officer need to investi-
gate further. Every effort is made to as-
sist the offender in obtaining a positive
evaluation so that treatment can be
informed and relevant. To this end,
polygraph data should be used in con-
junction with other information when
making decisions about case manage-
ment of sex offenders.21

Use of the polygraph raises questions
about granting limited immunity from
prosecution to offenders who disclose
new crimes. Jurisdictions vary regard-
ing immunity policies. Some jurisdic-
tions, like Colorado, do not offer
limited immunity, but prosecutors
make thoughtful decisions about fur-
ther prosecution on a case-by-case ba-
sis. Decisionmakers in one jurisdiction
visited during the field research con-
cluded that to prosecute all reported

offenses would infringe on Fifth
Amendment rights and thus prohibit
therapeutic use of the polygraph.22 An-
other study site grants limited immu-
nity for similar past offenses if the
offender meets several containment
conditions, including actively partici-
pating in an approved treatment pro-
gram, pleading guilty, and gaining
employment that meets the approval of
the probation or parole officer.23

Ultimately, success of the containment
system depends on the caliber of the
last three elements of the model pro-
cess: collaborative implementation
strategies, consistent public policies,
and quality control.

3. Collaboration: a multidisci-
plinary approach. The creation of
intra-agency, interagency, and inter-
disciplinary teams to develop, imple-
ment, and monitor policies, procedures,
and protocols forges a unified and
comprehensive approach to sex of-
fender management. Examples of such
teams include the following:

• Interagency policy and protocol
committees.

• Law enforcement/child protection
partnerships.

• Case management supervision teams
of probation/parole officers, treatment
providers, and polygraph examiners,
among others.

• Intra-agency networks of specialized
probation and parole officers.

Members of interagency teams, for ex-
ample, may include law enforcement
officers, child protection personnel,
rape crisis center counselors, pros-
ecuting attorneys, probation and
parole officers, medical doctors, treat-
ment providers, polygraph operators,

and prison officials. In some cases,
members may also include school
counselors, crime victim advocates,
and medical staff specializing in child
sex abuse.

Through systematic cooperation and
collaboration, such teams are an
antidote to traditionally fragmented
intervention efforts. Teams improve
interagency communication, facilitate
case-specific information sharing, pro-
mote the exchange of expertise and
ideas, help break down traditional turf
barriers, minimize duplication of ef-
fort, maximize resources, and often
reduce staff burnout.

Some intra-agency teams consist of
probation and parole officers who spe-
cialize in the management of sex of-
fenders. Teams such as these are
facilitated by job specialization—the
assignment of one or more persons to
deal solely with sex offender cases.
Specialization may occur at the organi-
zational level by formally creating a
unit to manage sexual assault cases, at
the line level by specializing work as-
signments of identified staff, or at both
levels by a combination of those ap-
proaches. Specialization enhances
skills, increases communication, and
tends to improve consistency at all
stages of sex offender management,
and is a fundamental component of the
collaboration process.

4. Consistent public policies. No
matter how good the design and imple-
mentation of sex offender-specific con-
tainment practices, these cannot
function at peak effectiveness without
the support of informed, clear, and
consistent public policies—the fourth
element of the model process.

Ideally, local criminal justice practi-
tioners should work with State legisla-
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tures, governors, and officials from
State judicial and corrections depart-
ments to develop policies reflecting
the latest thinking about the manage-
ment of sex offenders. Whenever pos-
sible, practitioners should help shape
legislative mandates, executive orders,
and agency policies and protocols that
support and advance the public safety
priority of sex offender management.
Clear and consistent policies define
agency responsibilities and reinforce
practices that, when operating effec-
tively, will interrupt any attempt by
sex offenders to manipulate the man-
agement plan.

Particularly important is the develop-
ment of policies that prohibit pleas or
dispositions that reinforce sex offend-
ers’ frequent refusal to admit their
crimes, to acknowledge the serious-
ness of their actions, or to take respon-
sibility for the harm they have caused.
The greater such denial, the more the
offender resists (or even escapes)
treatment and the more difficult the
task of establishing appropriate exter-
nal controls. Continued denial on the
part of the offender is also uniquely
disempowering to the victim. The fol-
lowing are pleas and dispositions that
contribute to and reinforce a sex
offender’s denial or minimization of
the sexual assault:

• Alford and no contest pleas. These
pleas allow sex offenders to avoid a di-
rect admission of guilt. An Alford plea
is a guilty plea that permits a sex of-
fender to verbally maintain his or her
innocence at conviction. A no contest
plea is a guilty plea in which an of-
fender neither admits nor denies the
charges. Such pleas grant sex offend-
ers official justification to continue
denying their offending behavior after
conviction.

 • Pleas that change sex offenses to
nonsex offenses. Pleas to nonsex of-
fenses minimize what the offender did
and reinforce denial. Further, if the of-
ficial record does not reflect that the
original charge was a sex offense, this
critical information is lost to those who
subsequently make public safety deci-
sions about the offender.

• Deferred judgments and sentences.
Such dispositions are important op-
tions but are inappropriate for most
sex offenders. Such dispositions imply
that the offense was not that important,
a one-time mistake, and if the offender
behaves for a couple of years, the court
will forget about it and dismiss the
case, leaving an incomplete official
record. Also, public safety may be
jeopardized: in some jurisdictions, de-
ferred judgments for sex offenses are

not counted as convictions for the
statewide sex offender registry.

• Referrals to diversion programs. Ap-
plied to sex offenders, this alternative
to filing a criminal charge further di-
lutes the seriousness of the crime, re-
inforces offender denial, and may
distort the criminal history record.

Development of consistent interagency
policies on family reunification is also
very important—especially between
probation/parole agencies and agen-
cies whose mission is generally keep-
ing the family intact or reunifying it at
the earliest opportunity. For example,
family reunification in incest cases
should not occur prior to the disposi-
tion of the criminal case. Subsequent
decisions on family reunification
should be made only after consultation

Containing the Sex Offender in the
Supervision Triangle

ithin the limits set by the super-
vision triangle of probation officer, thera-
pist, and polygraph examiner, Jim was
serving 4 years on probation for molest-
ing the 7-year-old daughter of a woman
he was dating. He had met the mother of
the victim at church.

Although this was Jim’s first conviction,
he admitted he had long been attracted
to young girls. Jim told his therapy group
that, over the years, he attended church
to “meet people.” When pressed, he told
the group that he had dated several
women from the church and that all of
them had young daughters. But he de-
nied that this was a pattern that had pre-
ceded abuse.

The therapist called a team meeting with
the probation officer and polygraph ex-
aminer to discuss Jim’s pattern of access-
ing children. The probation officer

petitioned the court to modify probation
orders to prohibit Jim from attending
church unsupervised. The polygraph ex-
aminer then added the question “Have
you gone to any church or religious ser-
vices unsupervised since the last poly-
graph exam?” to the next examination.

The therapist and therapy group contin-
ued to work with Jim until he understood
that going to church alone was, for him,
a high-risk activity that placed him dan-
gerously close to children.*

*See Strate, D.C., L. Jones, S. Pullen, and
K. English, “Criminal Justice Policies and
Sex Offender Denial,” in English, K., S.
Pullen, and L. Jones (eds.), Managing
Adult Sex Offenders: A Containment Ap-
proach, Lexington, Kentucky: American
Probation and Parole Association,
1996:4.9.

W
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with the victim’s therapist, the
offender’s therapist, and the supervis-
ing officer.

The well-being of the victim—and the
potential for other children and adults
to become victimized—should be the
fundamental criterion applied by all
agencies to family unification deci-
sions. The rigorous use of clear
protocols for family reunification—
protocols that fully explore the
offender’s risk to other children in the
household—may be the most impor-
tant way the criminal justice system
can intervene to protect children from
sexual assaults by known sex offend-
ers.

Additional critical policies on which to
obtain jurisdictionwide agreement are,
among others: selection criteria for
treatment providers; prevention of of-
fenders from changing therapists with-
out permission of supervising officers
(i.e., “treatment shopping”); third-
party liability (e.g., the duty to warn
potential victims); use of polygraph
data; prerevocation sanctions; revoca-
tion criteria; and sex offender commu-
nity notification.

5. Quality control. As the final
component of the model containment
process, quality control encompasses
(1) monitoring to determine whether
the prescribed implementation strate-
gies and interagency policies and
practices are in place and functioning
as intended and (2) evaluating to as-
sess whether what is in place is pro-
ducing an impact and, if so, its
magnitude. Quality control, therefore,
can provide an objective means of
documenting program success, identi-
fying implementation and operational
problems, and guiding program refine-
ments.

Because the sex offender containment
approach requires a long-term, consis-
tent, systemwide response to sexual
assault, a model process for managing
sex offenders is one that continuously
improves.  Such improvement is highly
unlikely to occur without implementa-
tion of quality control measures. When
systematic monitoring and evaluation
are accorded appropriate priority, pro-
gram staff and administrators are con-
tinuously prepared with objective data
to demonstrate the value of their work
and to modify the program, when nec-
essary, according to empirical feed-
back.

Secondary trauma

Management of adult sex offenders in
community settings often exacts a sig-
nificant toll on those charged with
managing cases, including probation
and parole officers and their supervi-
sors. Secondary trauma refers to the
emotional and psychological experi-
ence of professionals who expose
themselves to a world of unthinkable
acts. Effective case management re-
quires that these professionals under-
stand each victim’s trauma and the
specific types of sex offender manipu-
lation leading to that trauma. They
also generally experience a variety of
manipulative behavior during interac-
tions with offenders.

To offset the experience of secondary
trauma, sex offender management
must be conducted in an environment
where the dynamics of sex offending
and secondary trauma are understood
by coworkers and managers. That un-
derstanding will provide vital profes-
sional support.

Managers and staff must create an
emotionally safe environment for per-
sonal discussion of all aspects of

sexual assault and offender manage-
ment. Specifically, working together
and discussing feelings and problems
as a team can provide the empathy and
validation so vital to reducing isolation
and burnout among sex offender prac-
titioners. Agencies should make every
effort to provide counseling and other
resources to help relieve officer stress.
Data from field interviews suggest that
interagency collaboration and net-
working may help prevent burnout.

Part of the remedy for burnout is train-
ing. According to a Texas parole su-
pervisor interviewed, “Being pulled
into an offender’s manipulation is the
biggest problem. Because offenders
are so manipulative, officers need con-
stant training.”24

Training

The complex nature of sex-offending
behavior and the potential dangerous-
ness of offenders mandate frequent
training (such as annually) for proba-
tion and parole officers—both special-
ized and nonspecialized—and their
supervisors. Training topics should in-
clude, among others, the following:

• Dynamics of victimization—trauma,
shame, self-blame, and fear.

• Dynamics of sexual offending—psy-
chopathy, blame, impulsiveness, and
denial.

• Risk assessment—secrets, manipu-
lation, grooming, and conscious and
unconscious assault planning.

• Issues about family reunification.

• Offender lifestyle issues, such as lei-
sure time and access to victims.

• Relevant laws.

• Safety of field officers.
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• Sex offense-specific therapy and
medical assessments.

• Surveillance and use of the poly-
graph.

• Characteristics of sex offenders.

• Investigative methods, including
sexual assault crime scene investiga-
tion.

• Management of secondary trauma
and professional burnout.

In addition to direct training, cross-
training among criminal justice practi-
tioners, child protection workers,
victim advocates, private treatment
providers, and other professionals is
important. “Cross-training allows phy-
sicians to learn the evidentiary issues
prosecutors face, law enforcement of-
ficers and prosecutors to learn about
common reactions to trauma from rape
crisis counselors, and victim advocates
to learn more about the criminal jus-
tice system, so they can better help
victims prepare for court.”25

Operational and research
suggestions and needs

Besides the model process itself, a
number of operational suggestions for
consideration flow from a comparison
of findings from the national telephone
survey with data obtained from the
field research and from extensive re-
views of the research and theoretical
literature on sex offender management,
treatment, and victim trauma. Among
them are the following:

• Make training, including cross-train-
ing, in sex offender management a pri-
ority at the Federal26 and local levels.

• Design individualized supervision
plans for adult sex offenders according
to their particular risk factors.

• Implement special supervision con-
ditions for adult sex offenders that re-
strict specified activities, including
barring employment that facilitates ac-
cess to victims.

• Develop a variety of immediate,
short-term, prerevocation sanctions for
adult sex offenders who place them-
selves in high-risk situations. Those
sanctions include 72-hour mental
health holds, short-term jail confine-
ment, additional counseling sessions,
day fines, and halfway-house confine-
ment.

• Create within criminal justice agen-
cies specialized sex offender crime
units.

• Facilitate collaboration across disci-
plines and across agencies, including
victim advocate agencies.

• Require sex offenders under super-
vision of the criminal justice system to
participate fully in treatment programs
that are approved by probation and pa-
role agencies and that include cogni-
tive-behavioral therapy, group therapy,
polygraph monitoring, and waiver of
confidentiality.

• Consider imposition of long-term,
even lifetime, supervision sentences.

Research needs also are apparent, in-
cluding the need to conduct process
and outcome evaluations of contain-
ment strategies implemented in a vari-
ety of communities. Not only should
the model process and its constituent
parts be evaluated but research ques-
tions such as the following should be
addressed as well:

What types of sex offenders are best
suited to the containment approach?

Do different subgroups of sex offend-
ers respond differently to different af-
tercare programs?

How can community notification pro-
cedures be designed to enhance public
safety?

What are the best assessment tools to
classify sex offenders into categories
that are meaningful for supervision
purposes?

What jurisdiction-specific actuarial
risk assessment tools can predict sex
offender dangerousness?

What would a carefully conducted
cost-benefit analysis of a containment
approach tell us?

Conclusion

The five-part model process to contain
adult sex offenders establishes a
framework within which agencies and
communities can develop specific
practices to better promote public
safety and victim protection and assis-
tance. Just as the stringency of the su-
pervision triangle should be tailored to
the individual characteristics of each
sex offender, so should the method of
implementing the model process vary
according to the needs of each commu-
nity.

Incremental improvement in the model
process and in underlying case man-
agement practices will flow from new
research findings and feedback from
the field. But the bottom line of sex of-
fender management in community set-
tings should not change: public and
victim safety first.
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