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There is perhaps nothing more frightening for a parent than the prospect of a child 

being abducted by a stranger motivated by sexually deviant intentions. Such cases 
receive extraordinary media attention, and though they are, thankfully, rare events, they 
strike a chord of anger and fear in all of us. The most unfathomable of such crimes are 
those perpetrated by previously convicted sex offenders, leaving us shaking our heads 
and wondering "how was this person permitted to victimize another child?" 

Protecting children from repeat sexual predators has become a priority for U.S. 
lawmakers over the past two decades. In order to monitor known sex offenders more 
closely in an effort to prevent them from reoffending, a panoply of federal, state, and 
local laws now exists in the United States. Anyone convicted of a sexual crime is 
required to register with law enforcement authorities so that their whereabouts can be 
verified. This registration information is now available on publicly accessible Internet 
sites, allowing citizens to easily check for registered sex offenders living nearby. Many 
jurisdictions also prohibit known sex offenders from living or working near places where 
children are commonly present. These community protection policies have become 
some of the most popular and widespread crime prevention policies in contemporary 
America. But do they work? 

This chapter will review the history and trends of sex offender registration, 
community notification, and residence restrictions in the United States. Then, the 
empirical research regarding the effectiveness of these policies will be reviewed, along 
with the unintended consequences of such laws. Finally, suggestions for improving 
policy responses will be offered.  

History of U.S. community protection policies 

Registration and Notification 

In 1989, 11-year-old Jacob Wetterling was abducted in Minnesota while riding his 
bike with his brother and a friend. Despite extensive searching Jacob was never found 
and to this day the crime remains unsolved. During the investigation, however, 



U.S. sex offender policies  Levenson, p. 2 

authorities discovered that a program housing criminal offenders existed nearby, and an 
idea was born. If law enforcement agents were able to easily and quickly access the 
addresses of criminals known to have a history of sexually molesting children, potential 
suspects could be readily identified and perhaps some abducted children could be 
quickly rescued. Patty Wetterling, Jacob's mother, became a tireless advocate for sex 
offender registration, which was initially designed as a valuable tool for law enforcement 
officers investigating cases involving abduction or sexual victimization. A registration law 
was quickly passed in Minnesota requiring convicted sex offenders to register their 
address with law enforcement agents. In 1994 the Jacob Wetterling Act was passed by 
the U.S. Congress, requiring each state to develop a registry of convicted sex offenders.   

Megan Kanka was a seven year old child living in New Jersey when she was lured 
into the home of a convicted sex offender living in her neighborhood. She was sexually 
molested and murdered, and her parents were outraged that families with children were 
unaware that a known sex criminal was living nearby. New Jersey quickly enacted a law 
to require law enforcement agents to notify the public of the presence of some sex 
offenders, and in 1996 the Wetterling Act was amended to allow for community 
notification (commonly known as "Megan's Law") in all fifty states. The goal of Megan's 
Law was to provide information to parents and potential victims so that an informed 
public could avoid known sex offenders and take precautions to protect themselves 
against victimization.  

In the 1990s the federal guidelines gave substantial leeway to the states in 
implementing registration and notification laws. For instance, states could choose which 
sex offenders would be subject to the release of information, and which strategies could 
be utilized to do so. About half the states opted to release information only about sex 
offenders deemed to pose the greatest threat to public safety. Such risk was determined 
in various ways. Some states, such as Minnesota, Colorado, New Jersey, and California, 
developed risk assessment procedures based on empirically derived risk factors or the 
use of actuarial risk instruments, and classified offenders into risk categories. Other 
states established criteria for releasing information about repeat offenders or those who 
committed predatory sexual violence against strangers.  Some states, such as Florida 
and South Carolina, opted to release information about all convicted sex offenders 
regardless of the risk for future offending. Early notification procedures included 
distribution of flyers, newspaper ads with photos of registered sex offenders, door-to-
door warnings by police, and community meetings (Matson & Lieb, 1996). In 2003 the 
Wetterling Act was again modified and states were mandated to maintain websites by 
which the public could access information about registered sex offenders in their 
communities. Registration and notification began as separate policies, passed at 
different times, with different goals. But, with the requirement that states publish 
information about registered sex offenders (RSOs) on the Internet, they have now 
become almost indistinguishable.  

In 2006, the Adam Walsh Act was passed, named for the six-year-old Florida child 
who was abducted and murdered in 1981 and inspired the creation of the National 
Center for Missing and Exploited Children. Adam was the son of John Walsh, now a 
crime prevention advocate and host of the popular television show America's Most 
Wanted which seeks the public's help in capturing fugitive criminals. The Adam Walsh 
Act standardized registration and notification procedures across the states, creating an 
offense-based categorization system and requiring all registered sex offenders to be 
listed on state and national registry websites. The new guidelines expanded the scope of 
sex offenders who must register and now includes a requirement that juvenile sex 
offenders as young as 14 years old must be placed on public registries.  The duration of 
registration was lengthened, with Tier 3 (high risk) offenders having to register for life, 



U.S. sex offender policies  Levenson, p. 3 

Tier 2 registering for 25 years, and Tier 1 (misdemeanor offenses only) registering for 10 
years.  

The timeframe for states to achieve compliance with the new federal guidelines has 
been extended until July 2010, and if states do not comply, they will lose federal crime 
prevention allocations. So far, no states have become compliant with the Adam Walsh 
Act. Some are grappling with the enormous costs associated with the unfunded 
mandate, including technology expenses for updating existing registration systems and 
costs associated with enforcement of stricter registration requirements and prosecution 
of violators. Others are considering the federal requirement to publicly list all registered 
sex offenders, deciding whether or not to forego the more refined, risk-based 
classification methods developed by many states across the country. The decision to 
publicly register juvenile offenders is also a point of controversy, as it contradicts a 
century of criminal justice philosophy and practice in the U.S. which has embraced the 
rehabilitation potential of youth and the belief that individuals should not be stigmatized 
into adulthood for juvenile indiscretions.  

Residence Restrictions 

As public awareness of sex offenders living in communities has increased, so have 
efforts to restrict registered sex offenders from living near places where children are 
likely to be playing. There are currently 30 state laws designating where sex offenders 
can live (Meloy, Miller, & Curtis, 2007). The first state law was passed in 1995 in Florida 
and applied only to sex offenders on probation who abused minor victims. This law 
created 1,000 foot buffer zones around schools, parks, playgrounds, daycare centers, 
and other places where children congregate. By 2004, there were fifteen state statutes, 
but within two years of the 2005 murder of 9-year old Jessica Lunsford by a convicted 
sex offender in Florida, the number of states with housing restrictions doubled. The most 
common proximity zones are 1,000 to 2,000 feet around protected venues such as 
schools, parks, playgrounds, and daycare centers. Some laws include other facilities 
such as arcades, amusement parks, movie theaters, youth sports facilities, school bus 
stops, and libraries (Meloy, Miller, & Curtis, 2008).   

Too numerous to count are housing ordinances passed by local jurisdictions (cities, 
town, and counties). The first local sex offender ordinance in the U.S. was passed in 
Miami Beach in June 2005, modeled after regulations that prohibit adult establishments 
(e.g. strip clubs and adult bookstores) from operating within a certain distance from 
schools. Local ordinances often exceed state laws by expanding restricted areas to 
2,500 feet (almost a half mile) surrounding places frequented by children. Over 130 
municipal ordinances exist in Florida alone. Local sex offender zoning laws can be found 
in most states, even those without statewide statutes. When one city or county enacts 
such a law, a domino effect results as surrounding towns and counties pass similar laws 
in an attempt to prevent exiled sex offenders from migrating to their communities.  

Residence restrictions are quite popular and have swept quickly through the U.S. 
with little resistance. In California, for instance, in 2006, voters overwhelmingly passed 
“Proposition 83” (which was named “Jessica’s Law” for Jessica Lunsford) despite public 
opposition by the state’s victim advocacy group (CALCASA, 2006). The law established 
a 2,000 foot residential buffer zone which rendered some metropolitan areas completely 
off limits for registered sex offenders.  

On the other hand, Kansas took a more cautious approach to implementing housing 
restrictions and in November of 2006 solicited testimony from nationally recognized 
sexual violence experts during a Judiciary committee hearing. As a result, the Kansas 
Sex Offender Policy Board issued a report recommending against residential restriction 
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laws while acknowledging that “residency restrictions are extremely popular with the 
general public, thus making policy makers’ decision on this issue a difficult one” (Kansas 
Sex Offender Policy Board, 2007, p. 26). The board recognized the dilemma of 
lawmakers: “The appeal of residence restrictions is to protect public safety, and more 
specifically, the safety of children. The fundamental issues to consider are whether 
residence restrictions for sex offenders have been proven to protect public safety, 
whether the theory behind residence restrictions is consistent with research and best 
practices in the fields of corrections and law enforcement, the viability of enforcing the 
restrictions, and whether the resources utilized for such an effort would be best directed 
toward alternative measures that would protect a larger segment of the population 
and/or one that is at a higher risk of victimization” (p. 26-27). After considering the 
potential pros and cons of housing laws, the Kansas state legislature decided not to 
enact a statewide law and prohibited local municipalities from establishing their own 
ordinances.  

Around the country, constitutional challenges to residential restriction laws have 
been heard, but few have been successful. Those which have, such as in Ohio and 
Georgia, have been limited to protecting the rights of property owners but not renters. In 
California, the high court ruled that residential restrictions could not be applied 
retroactively to those who established a residence before the law went into effect. The 
New Jersey Supreme Court recently ruled that municipal residence restrictions were 
unconstitutional in on the grounds that the state's Megan's Law preempts the denial of 
housing accommodations to registered sex offenders. Other municipal ordinances, such 
as in Allegheny County, PA, have also been declared invalid due to preemption by state 
law.  

Do these laws work to prevent repeat offending? 

The premise 

Because the emotional harm caused to victims of sexual assault is often severe and 
long lasting, prevention of sex crimes is an important goal. Sexual offenders are 
regarded as especially dangerous, prone to reoffending, and beyond hope for 
rehabilitation. These beliefs are reflected in public perception surveys in which citizens 
report that they are very much in favor of community protection policies (Levenson, 
Brannon, Fortney, & Baker, 2007; Lieb & Nunlist, 2008; Mears, Mancini, Gertz, & 
Bratton, 2008). Furthermore, a survey of legislators from Illinois provided insight into 
politicians' motivation for sponsoring sex crime prevention bills (Sample & Kadleck, 
2008): sex offenders were often described by the lawmakers as perverted, sick, 
compulsive, and untreatable, with 78% of them believing that sex criminals will almost 
surely reoffend.   

Community protection policies usually have been passed in response to highly 
publicized sex crimes against children. These crimes typically involve abduction and 
sexually motivated homicide. Thankfully, these types of offenses are very rare; 
according to the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, there about 115 
cases nationwide in which children are abducted by strangers in a given year (U.S. 
Department of Justice, 2002). The most common types of child sexual abuse cases 
involve perpetrators who are well known to their victims; according to the Department of 
Justice, in 93% of sexual molestation cases the child is abused by a relative or family 
acquaintance. Though community protection laws attempt to increase awareness of sex 
offenders living within a residential neighborhood, one study of repeat sex offenses in 
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Minnesota revealed that only in 4% of cases was the perpetrator a neighbor of the victim 
(Duwe, Donnay, & Tewksbury, 2008).  

Some sexual offenders are going to reoffend, of course, and steps should be taken 
to prevent that from happening. According to the U.S. Department of Justice, 5.3% of 
sex offenders released from prison were rearrested for a new sex crime within three 
years (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2003). As follow-up periods get longer, the 
cumulative number of recidivists grows, though the chances that an individual offender 
will recidivate decreases with more time spent offense-free in the community (Hanson, 
Morton, & Harris, 2003). Over four to six years, about 14% of over 20,000 sex offenders 
in an international sample were rearrested for a new sex offense (Hanson & Bussiere, 
1998; Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 2005). A 24% recidivism rate was observed over 15 
years (Harris & Hanson, 2004) and 27% were re-arrested over 20 years  (Hanson et al., 
2003). Arrest data naturally underestimate true reoffense rates, because some crimes 
are never detected or reported to authorities. The available research suggests, however, 
that after two decades the majority of convicted sex offenders have not reoffended. 

It is often said that "the average sex offender has over 100 victims." This statistic 
comes from a 1987 study  (Abel et al., 1987)  from which the numbers are commonly 
misrepresented. In the study, immunity was granted to sex offenders to encourage 
honest disclosure about their offense histories. The average (mean) number of reported 
victims for pedophiles who molest boys was 150; the average for pedophiles with girl 
victims was 20. However, the median (midpoint) number of victims was 4.4 and 1.3, 
respectively, and the "average" incestuous offender had fewer than two victims. 

 
 
Table 1: Average numbers of victims (from Abel, et al., 1987) 

Pedophilia (extra-familial) Mean # of victims Median # of victims 

Female victim 19.8 1.3 

Male victim 150.2 4.4 

Pedophilia (incest) Mean # of victims Median # of victims 

Female victim 1.8 1.3 

Male victim 1.7 1.2 

 
The authors said on p. 15: "Most paraphilic diagnoses have means that are much 

higher than corresponding medians, indicating that some individuals in each category 
completed very large numbers of paraphilic acts. The median values better approximate 
the frequency of usual paraphilic behavior."  In other words, the majority of sex offenses 
are committed by a small number of predatory or pedophilic offenders. Means 
(averages) can be misleading. For instance, if ten people are seated around a table, and 
one person makes 10 million dollars per year and the rest make $100,000 per year, the 
average income is over $1 million, but that is not a good representation of the group. 
The mode (most frequent value) and median are $100,000, and that is the best 
representation of the group, because that is how much 90% of them earn. 
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It is also said that "according to the Department of Justice, sex offenders are four 
times more likely to commit a new sex crime." This statement, though it is an accurate 
quote from the DOJ report (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2003), can easily be 
misinterpreted when taken out of context. Within 3 years of release from prison in 1994, 
5.3% of over 9,600 released sex offenders were rearrested for a new sex crime, while 
1.3 % of the non-sex offenders (n = 262,420) were rearrested for a new sex crime 
(Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2003). It is true that the sex offenders were proportionately 
more likely than other offenders to be subsequently arrested for a new sex offense. But 
all criminal offenders are more likely than other offenders to be re-arrested for their crime 
of choice (i.e. burglars are more likely than sex offenders to be re-arrested for a new 
burglary). It is noteworthy that the DOJ report found that when examining the raw 
numbers, new sex crimes were more than six times more likely to be committed by other 
types of criminals (3,328) than by previously convicted sex offenders (517). Only about 
13% of the new sex crimes were committed by known sex offenders.  

There are currently over 686,500 registered sex offenders in the United States 
(National Center for Missing and Exploited Children, 2009) and that count grows daily. 
With longer registration durations (and lifetime registration required for many), the 
number of new registrants far exceeds attrition.  Ironically, the proliferation of sex crime 
prevention policies coincides with an era in which crime trends have been on the 
decline. Violent crime rates have decreased steadily since 1994, reaching the lowest 
level ever recorded in 2005 (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2006). Nationally, substantiated 
child sexual abuse rates fell by 49% between 1990 and 2004 (Finkelhor & Jones, 2006). 
Possible explanations for changes in child sexual abuse trends include the increase in 
child abuse prevention programs in schools, improved treatment services for offenders, 
enhanced sentencing and incarceration, changes in reporting behaviors, and 
improvements in child protection agencies' investigation procedures (Jones, Finkelhor, & 
Kopiec, 2001). These welcome changes in sexual abuse rates do not appear to be 
directly attributable, however, to the implementation of sex offender registration, 
notification, or residence restrictions.  

The effectiveness of sex offender registration and notification 

When asking "do sex offender registration and notification (SORN) policies work?" 
an important consideration must be to clarify the goal of such laws. If the goal is to 
increase public awareness about sex offenders living in communities in order to help 
families protect themselves from sexual victimization, then a measure of success would 
be demonstrated by a reduction in the number of sex crimes, and recidivistic sex crimes 
in particular, that occur over time. Any changes in trends must be attributable specifically 
to the implementation of the policy, not to other potential influences, and must be 
differentiated from the overall decline in violent crime over the past two decades.   

Methodologically, there are two common strategies for testing the hypothesis that 
SORN policies have prevented sexual abuse recidivism. One method is to use a quasi-
experimental design to compare recidivism rates of groups of sex offenders before and 
after the implementation of a law. The "experimental" group is subject to the law, and the 
"control" group is similar to the experimental group in all ways except for the "condition" 
of having the law apply to them. Often, the design includes groups from two different 
time periods: those who were released before the law went into effect, and those who 
were released after the implementation of the law. A second strategy is to create a time-
series analysis in which trends of sex crimes or sexual recidivism are tracked over time 
so that changes can be examined. Often a "control" group is used to compare the sex 
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offense rates with other types of crime rates (e.g. non-sexual assault) to determine if sex 
crime trends are distinct from general crime patterns.  

At this time eleven SORN outcome evaluations have been conducted, including five 
group comparison studies (Adkins, Huff, & Stageberg, 2000; Duwe & Donnay, 2008; 
Schram & Milloy, 1995; Zevitz, 2006; Zgoba, Witt, Dalessandro, & Veysey, 2009) and six 
trend analysis studies (Letourneau, Levenson, Bandyopadhyay, Sinha, & Armstrong, in 
press; Prescott & Rockoff, 2008; Sandler, Freeman, & Socia, 2008; Vasquez, Maddan, & 
Walker, 2008; Veysey, Zgoba, & Dalessandro, 2009; Washington State Institute for 
Public Policy, 2005). These studies have examined the impact of SORN laws on general 
sex crime rates or sexual offense recidivism. The scarcity of empirical research is partly 
due to the recent implementation of these laws and partly due to methodological 
challenges faced by researchers when conducting sex crime policy analysis. For 
example, low base rates, the confounding influence of multiple criminal justice policies 
enacted within short time frames, challenges obtaining reliable recidivism data, and the 
need for long follow-up periods contribute to the complexity of understanding the impact 
of these laws (Levenson & D'Amora, 2007). Furthermore, each state’s SORN policy is 
idiosyncratic, subjecting different types of offenders to a variety of registration and 
notification requirements. The variability in research methodologies and SORN policy 
characteristics likely accounts for the differing outcome results reported across the 
studies but most studies reveal no significant reductions in sex crime rates that can be 
attributed to SORN policies.   

The earliest group comparison found no statistically significant difference in 
recidivism rates between high risk offenders who were subjected to notification in 
Washington (19% recidivism) and those who were not (22% recidivism) (Schram & 
Milloy, 1995). There was evidence, however, that registration assisted law enforcement 
agents to apprehend registered suspects more quickly for new sex crimes (Schram & 
Milloy, 1995). Interestingly, most (63%) of the new offenses occurred in the jurisdiction of 
notification, suggesting that notification did little to prevent re-offending or protect 
citizens within those neighborhoods. In Iowa, 223 sex offenders subjected to sex 
offender registration were tracked for an average of 4.3 years. Their sex offense 
recidivism rate (3%) was not significantly different from a control group of 201 sex 
offenders (3.5%) who were not required to register because they were convicted before 
the law went into effect (Adkins et al., 2000). In Wisconsin, no statistically significant 
differences were seen between 47 high-risk sex offenders exposed to community 
notification (19% recidivism) and 166 high-risk sex offenders who were not aggressively 
identified (12% recidivism) (Zevitz, 2006). In New Jersey, no significant differences in 
sexual recidivism rates (n = 550) were found pre- (10%) and post- (7.6%) Megan's Law 
(Zgoba, Witt et al., 2009). The authors also noted no significant decrease in the number 
of sexual assault victims, and questioned whether the exorbitant costs of SORN were 
justified given the negligible impact on public safety.    

A recent Minnesota study is the only one to find a significant effect of SORN. The 
notification group was significantly less likely to sexually reoffend (5%) than the non-
notification group (15%) (Duwe & Donnay, 2008). The recidivism rates of the notification 
group were significantly lower than both the pre-notification group (those matched on 
risk but released before the law went into effect) and the non-notification group (lower 
risk offenders not subject to disclosure). Notably, the authors cautioned that community 
notification may be a “double edged sword”…even if it decreases recidivism, “it also 
creates adverse consequences which make it difficult for them to re-enter the community 
successfully” (p. 443).  

Recidivism trends for convicted sex offenders from Washington State were analyzed 
from 1986-1999. After controlling for declining crime trends, researchers found a 
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significant decrease in sex offense recidivism (from 5% to 1%) after 1997, when 
community notification laws were enhanced (Washington State Institute for Public Policy, 
2005). The authors acknowledged that other possible explanations for the reduction 
could not be excluded (e.g., more severe sentencing guidelines, or improved 
probationary supervision), but they concluded that community notification has likely 
contributed in some way to reductions in sexual offending. Notably, the absolute 
recidivism rates were quite low both before (5%) and after (1%) implementation. 
Washington reserves its most aggressive community notification for its highest risk 
offenders, therefore the results might not generalize to those states that do not classify 
offenders and reserve public notification for those at highest risk.  

An interrupted time-series analysis investigated the impact of registration and 
notification laws on sexual assault rates in ten states (Vasquez et al., 2008). The authors 
concluded that registration and notification policies did not appear to systematically 
reduce sex crime rates. Of 10 states examined, California showed a significant increase 
in rape rates following implementation of registration, while Hawaii, Idaho, and Ohio had 
significant decreases in rape rates, and the remaining six states (Arkansas, Connecticut, 
Nebraska, Nevada, Oklahoma, & West Virginia) displayed no significant changes in 
trends. In New Jersey, sex offenses declined in the post-Megan’s law period (Veysey et 
al., 2009). The authors cautioned, however, that wide variation in county sex crime rates 
were noted and did not uniformly demonstrate downward trends, suggesting that the 
statewide pattern might represent a spurious effect and an artifact of aggregation 
(Veysey et al., 2009). 

Using data from the National Incident Based Reporting System (NIBRS), Prescott 
and Rockoff (2008) analyzed 328,260 sex offenses from 15 states and attempted to 
distinguish the impact of registration versus notification. Results revealed a significant 
decrease in recidivism rates after registration went into effect. However, reduced 
recidivism rates applied only to acquaintance cases and there was no evidence of a 
decrease in crimes against strangers as a result of registration -- which is notable since 
registration laws were enacted largely in response to predatory stranger abductions. On 
the other hand, it was found that notification laws did not seem to prevent recidivism. 
They recommended that states should consider a narrow notification scheme, in which 
all or most sex offenders are required to register but only a small subset are subject to 
public notification (Prescott & Rockoff, 2008). 

In New York, monthly sex crime arrest counts for previously convicted sex offenders 
across 21 years were examined using time series analyses (Sandler et al., 2008). No 
significant differences in sexual recidivism rates were identified before and after 
implementation of SORN laws. Importantly, more than 95% of all sex offenses identified 
across the 21-year study period were committed by first-time offenders who would not 
have been listed on a public registry. 

The recidivism rates of 6,766 adult male sexual offenders in South Carolina were 
examined before and after SORN laws went into effect, with an average 8.5 year follow-
up period. Survival analyses examined the influence of covariates, including registration 
status, on the risk of new sexual offense charges and convictions. There was no 
evidence that registered sex offenders had a significantly lower risk of new arrests for 
sexual offenses than non-registered sex offenders. Though a decline in sex offense 
recidivism was evident over time, the trend patterns were similar to and not significantly 
different from those of nonsexual assaults and nonperson crimes, suggesting that the 
decline was not specific to sexual crimes and therefore not attributable to SORN policies 
that applied only to sex offenders.  

In summary, most research to date does not support the notion that sex offender 
registration and notification prevent sexual reoffending.  



U.S. sex offender policies  Levenson, p. 9 

 The effectiveness of residence restrictions 

Because residential restriction laws are fairly new, few studies have been conducted, 
but the limited existing research finds no support for the hypothesis that sex offenders 
who live closer to child-oriented settings reoffend more often, or that residence 
restrictions are successful in preventing repeat offenses. In fact, though it seems to 
make sense to keep sex offenders far from places where children congregate, the 
empirical research indicates that where sex offenders live is not a significant factor in 
reoffending behavior.   

Proximity to schools and daycares does not appear to be empirically associated with 
recidivism. Zandbergen, Levenson and Hart (in press) compared the proximity of 
recidivists and non-recidivists to schools and daycares (N = 330) in Florida.  Those who 
lived within 1,000, 1,500, or 2,500 feet of schools or daycare centers did not reoffend 
more frequently than those who lived farther away.  Furthermore, there was no 
significant correlation between sexual recidivism and the number of feet the offender 
lived from schools (r = .004)  or daycares (r = -.043).  The two groups were matched on 
relevant risk factors (prior arrests, age, marital status, predator status) and proximity 
measures were not significant predictors of recidivism (Zandbergen, Levenson, & Hart, 
in press). In Colorado, the addresses of sex offense recidivists and non-recidivists were 
found to be distributed randomly throughout the geographical area with no pattern 
emerging of recidivists living closer to schools and daycare centers (Colorado 
Department of Public Safety, 2004). 

In Jacksonville, Florida, researchers assessed the effects of a 2,500 foot residence 
restriction ordinance on sex crime rates and sex offense recidivism (Nobles, Levenson, 
& Youstin, 2009).  Using a quasi-experimental design, pre- and post-policy measures of 
recidivism were compared and no significant differences were found. Also, ARIMA time 
series analysis revealed no significant differences in recidivism patterns over time. The 
results indicated that the city's residence restriction ordinance had no meaningful effect 
on sex crime arrests or sex offender recidivism after the policy implementation date.  
The authors concluded that the residence restriction ordinance did not achieve its 
intended goal of reducing recidivism, and that these laws do not appear to offer an 
effective means to prevent repeat sexual violence.   

  In Minnesota, a study of thirteen recidivistic sex crimes found that only two cases 
occurred in parks and none occurred on school property. The re-offenders lived far from 
the parks and drove a vehicle to the crime scene, suggesting that their proximity to the 
parks did not facilitate the crimes (Minnesota Department of Corrections, 2003).  A 
closer analysis of 224 recidivistic sex offenses in Minnesota led the authors to conclude 
that residential restriction laws would not have prevented any repeat sex crimes (Duwe 
et al., 2008).  Most of the sex offenses against children were committed not by strangers 
but by registered sex offenders who were well acquainted their victims, such as parents, 
caretakers, paramours of the mother, babysitters, or friends of the family.  The repeat 
offender was a neighbor of the victim in only about 4% of the cases.  Predatory assaults 
that occurred within a mile of the offender’s residence typically involved adult victims, 
and although some of the offenders established relationships with minor victims within 
2,500 feet of the offender’s home, none of the crimes took place in or near a school, 
daycare center, or park.  Sex offenders do not appear to abuse children because they 
live near schools, but they often take advantage of opportunities to cultivate relationships 
with children and their families in order for sexual abuse to take place (Duwe et al., 
2008). 

The Iowa Department of Criminal and Juvenile Justice Planning studied the effect of 
Iowa's 2,000 foot residence restrictions law that went into effect in August of 2005 
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(Blood, Watson, & Stageberg, 2008).  The researchers' goal was to determine the 
impact the law had on sex crime rates by examining the number of charges for sexual 
assaults of minor victims in the 12 months preceding implementation of the law and 
within 24 months after the law went into effect.  Researchers did not observe a 
downward trend in the number of charges over time following the passage of the law.  In 
fact, sex crime arrests increased steadily each year with 913 charges filed during the 
year prior to implementation, 928 filed the subsequent year, and 1,095 the following 
year.  The authors concluded that Iowa’s residence law “does not seem to have led to 
fewer charges or convictions, indicating that there probably have not been fewer child 
victims” (Blood et al., 2008, p. 10).  

Prosecutors and victim advocates publicly denounced Iowa's law early on, cautioning 
that transience created by housing restrictions undermines the validity of sex offender 
registries, making it more difficult to track the whereabouts of sex offenders and to 
supervise their activities (Iowa County Attorneys Association, 2006; NAESV, 2006). 
Prosecutors observed a reduction in plea bargains, for instance, causing some cases to 
go unadjudicated and leaving victims at risk and perpetrators without treatment or 
punishment (Iowa County Attorneys Association, 2006). Iowa's laws was rescinded in 
2009 and modified to restrict the residences of only the most high-risk offenders. 

 

Unintended consequences of SORN policies and residence restrictions 

Sociologist Robert Merton (1936) wisely cautioned that social policies, even when 
well-intentioned, can sometimes lead to undesired outcomes. He postulated that a set of 
underlying conditions can facilitate paradoxical results that he called the “law of 
unintended consequences.” Merton observed that when a society over-reacts to a 
perceived threat, and seeks to curtail that threat by drastically altering the social order, 
unexpected outcomes can subsequently result. As they endeavor to achieve desired 
outcomes, advocates of social change may fail to anticipate the potential negative 
effects of a law. Collective values also play a role in social movements, and popular 
concepts of good and evil are motivating forces that can concurrently eclipse the more 
damaging results of change (Merton, 1936).  Other scholars have agreed that policy 
enactment serves to inspire and reinforce social solidarity by uniting against a common 
enemy (Roots, 2004). For all of these reasons, the unintended consequences provoked 
by sex offender policies are likely to be ignored by lawmakers and citizens hoping to 
deter sexual violence. Those who point out counterproductive effects, especially as they 
relate to the reintegration of sex offenders, are often dismissed as offender advocates 
who are unconcerned about the safety of children.  

But policy analysis requires a continuous process of evaluation that measures 
movement toward intended goals as well as unanticipated results that might prove 
contrary to the best interests of the community. Levenson and D'Amora (2007) opined 
that ignoring such evidence is akin to Hans Christian Andersen's story of the Emperor's 
New Clothes  in which the king paraded through town nude, fooled by gypsies into 
weaving invisible clothes that purportedly could be seen only by an enlightened few. A 
young child had the courage to cry out that the king wore no clothes, but the 
townspeople continued to pretend that they could see the emperor's cloak because 
nobody wanted to be seen as stupid or unfit. Similarly, in the absence of compelling 
evidence indicating that these policies prevent sexual reoffending, attention should be 
paid to mounting evidence of reintegration obstacles fostered by these laws.  



U.S. sex offender policies  Levenson, p. 11 

The reentry challenges experienced by all criminal offenders are amplified for 
registered sex offenders. The unique stigma of sex offender registration and community 
notification is well documented and these laws can impede community re-entry and 
adjustment in a variety of ways (Levenson & Cotter, 2005a; Levenson, D'Amora, & Hern, 
2007; Mercado, Alvarez, & Levenson, 2008; Sample & Streveler, 2003; Tewksbury, 
2004, 2005; Tewksbury & Lees, 2006; Zevitz & Farkas, 2000).   Sex offenders surveyed 
in Florida, Indiana, Connecticut, New Jersey, Wisconsin, Oklahoma, Kansas and 
Kentucky report remarkably consistent adverse consequences such as difficulty securing 
and maintaining employment, housing disruption, relationship loss, threats and 
harassment, physical assault, and property damage. Psychosocial stressors such as 
shame, embarrassment, depression, or hopelessness are frequently reported by sex 
offenders as common byproducts of public disclosure. A survey of 584 family members 
of registered sex offenders across the U.S. revealed that they are impacted significantly 
by these laws as well (Levenson & Tewksbury, 2009). Employment problems 
experienced by the RSO and resulting financial hardships emerged as the most pressing 
issue identified by family members. Family members living with an RSO experienced 
threats and harassment by neighbors, and some children of RSOs suffered 
stigmatization and differential treatment by teachers and classmates.  

Residential restrictions also create obstacles to offender reintegration and as buffer 
zones increase, so does transience, homelessness, and reduced employment 
opportunities (Levenson, 2008). Sex offenders surveyed in Florida and Indiana reported 
that housing restriction laws frequently forced them to relocate, that they are unable to 
return to their homes after incarceration, or that they are not permitted to live with family 
members, and nearly a third experienced a landlord refusing to rent to them or to renew 
a lease (Levenson, 2008; Levenson & Cotter, 2005b; Levenson & Hern, 2007). Many 
indicated that affordable housing is less available due to limits on where they can live, 
and that they are made to live farther away from employment, public transportation, 
social services, and mental health clinics. Similarly, New Jersey sex offenders indicated 
that residential restrictions have led to financial hardship and pushed them farther away 
from employment, treatment, and family support (Mercado et al., 2008). Young adults 
seemed to be especially impacted by these laws; age was significantly inversely 
associated with being unable to live with family and having difficulties securing 
affordable housing (Levenson, 2008; Levenson & Hern, 2007). Family members of 
RSOs also reported that the likelihood of housing disruption was correlated with 
residential restriction laws; larger buffer distances led to an increased chance of housing 
crisis (Levenson & Tewksbury, 2009). 

These experiences reported in surveys of sex offenders have been corroborated by 
independent empirical research.  A quickly growing body of evidence shows that 
residence restrictions severely reduce housing options for sex offenders.  In Orlando 
Florida, it was found that 99% of residential dwellings are located within 2,500 feet of 
schools, parks, daycare centers, or school bus stops (Zandbergen & Hart, 2006) and the 
vast majority of residential territory in Nebraska and New Jersey is also located within 
2,500 feet of a school (Bruell, Swatt, & Sample, 2008; Chajewski & Mercado, 2009; 
Zgoba, Levenson, & McKee, 2009).  Affordable housing is especially impacted, since 
more affordable areas tend to be more densely populated and therefore homes are in 
closer proximity to places frequented by children. Of nearly one million residential 
parcels studied in Miami-Dade County, Florida, the array of state and local residence 
laws currently in effect left only about 4% of units compliant with restrictions, and only 
1% of compliant rental units had a monthly housing cost of $1,250 or less (Zandbergen 
& Hart, 2009).  In Nebraska, average home values were significantly lower within a 
buffer zone of 2,000 feet than outside the buffer zone (Bruell et al., 2008) and in Ohio, 
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compliant addresses were more likely to be located in more affluent census tracts (Red 
Bird, 2009).    

When prisoners are released from incarceration, they frequently seek housing with 
relatives, but strict residence laws can eliminate such options for sex offenders. Unable 
to live with family and without financial resources for security deposits and rent 
payments, some sex offenders face homelessness. Ironically, housing instability is 
consistently and strongly associated with criminal recidivism and absconding. In 
Georgia, each time a parolee relocated, the risk of being re-arrested increased by 25% 
(Meredith, Speir, & Johnson, 2007). Residential instability was a robust predictor of 
absconding in a study of California parolees (Williams, McShane, & Dolny, 2000), and in 
a national sample of offenders (n = 2,030), those who moved multiple times during 
probation were almost twice as likely as stable probationers to have a disciplinary 
hearing (Schulenberg, 2007). In New Zealand, unstable housing, unemployment, and a 
lack of social support predicted sexual recidivism (Willis & Grace, 2009; Willis & Grace, 
2008). 

In summary, instability and lack of social support decrease the likelihood of 
successful reintegration for criminal offenders, and public policies that create obstacles 
to community re-entry might therefore compromise public safety. The stigma of felony 
conviction can preclude participation in prosocial roles such as employment, education, 
parenting, and property ownership (Tewksbury & Lees, 2007; Uggen, Manza, & 
Behrens, 2004), but stable employment and supportive relationships can lead to lower 
recidivism rates for sex offenders (Colorado Department of Public Safety, 2004; 
Kruttschnitt, Uggen, & Shelton, 2000). Uggen et al. (2004) cautioned that self-concept, 
civic engagement, and stability are crucial to an offender’s identity as a conforming 
citizen and therefore to desistance from crime. So, the unintended consequences of 
these laws might undermine their very purpose. 

Implications for policy and practice 

Despite mounting evidence that contemporary community protection policies do little 
to prevent repeat sex offending, Americans are very much in favor of them. Curiously, 
though online registries allow citizens to easily identify sex offenders living nearby, 
research suggests that most individuals do not make substantial changes in their 
behavior after obtaining registry information (Anderson & Sample, 2008; Lieb & Nunlist, 
2008). Community notification can potentially assist parents to make informed decisions 
about individuals with whom their children have contact. But relying primarily on the 
rather simplistic strategy of avoiding known sex offenders ignores the necessity of 
vigilant scrutiny regarding any adult with whom a child may spend time. Since child 
sexual abuse is most often perpetrated by individuals familiar to children and their 
families, increasing public education about the dynamics of sexual assault and 
recognition of suspicious behaviors might prove to be a more successful prevention 
strategy. 

Lawmakers should consider the absence of compelling evidence supporting that 
SORN laws "work" to prevent repeat offending and recognize that these laws contradict 
best practices in facilitating successful reintegration. Obstacles to reintegration reduce 
stakes in conformity and increase the likelihood that a criminal offender will resume a life 
of crime (Hirshi, 1969; Travis, 2005). SORN laws interfere with employment, housing, 
social support and engagement in prosocial activities, perhaps paradoxically obscuring 
the deterrent effect which is the intent of these laws. 
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The Adam Walsh Act now requires that all convicted sex offenders be listed on 
public registries, and the nationwide accumulation of sex offenders is nearing three-
quarters of a million. As the numbers grow, law enforcement resources are spread thin, 
and the ability to distinguish truly dangerous offenders is diluted. Vast resources are 
utilized to enforce registration compliance and track violators, despite evidence 
suggesting that failure to register as a sex offender is not predictive of sexual reoffending 
(Duwe & Donnay, in press; Levenson, Letourneau, Armstrong, & Zgoba, in press). The 
Adam Walsh Act requires states to incorporate an offense based tier system even 
though empirically derived risk classification has demonstrated better utility in identifying 
offenders who are likely to reoffend (Freeman & Sandler, 2009). The use of risk 
assessment models based on factors known to correlate with recidivism should be used 
to identify those who pose the greatest threat to public safety, and public registries, if 
used, should be reserved for high risk offenders. In this way, the public would be better 
informed specifically about pedophilic, predatory, repetitive or violent sex offenders likely 
to commit new sex offenses, and collateral consequences could be minimized for lower 
risk offenders who attempt to reintegrate into communities and become productive, law 
abiding citizens.  

Sex offenders do not abuse children because they live near schools. They abuse 
children when they are able to cultivate relationships with children and their families. 
Thus far, research provides no support for the hypothesis that sex offenders' proximity to 
schools is a factor leading to recidivism, while emerging evidence strongly demonstrates 
the negative impact on housing availability when residence restrictions are in effect. 
Housing instability exacerbates risk factors for recidivism and therefore residence 
restrictions are likely to create more problems than they solve. Though seemingly 
sensible, they regulate only where sex offenders sleep at night and do nothing to prevent 
traveling to protected venues during the day. For this reason, some jurisdictions have 
considered "loitering zones" in lieu of residence restrictions, preventing sex offenders 
with no legitimate purpose from hanging around in places where children are present.  

One-size-fits-all policies are likely to result in over-inclusion of lower risk offenders, 
overwhelming agencies tasked with enforcement, weakening the public's ability to 
identify high risk offenders, and complicating the reintegration process. The recent case 
of Phillip Garrido in Antioch California provides a good example. Garrido, a registered 
sex offender, kidnapped an 11 year old girl in 1991, holding her captive in his home for 
18 years even as he complied with registration requirements, even while on parole, even 
while wearing an electronic monitoring device. As an aside, it was also discovered that 
the rural area in which Garrido lived housed a disproportionate number of registered sex 
offenders who, because of strict residence restrictions in California, were unable to find 
housing elsewhere. The case illustrates that laws alone will not prevent horrendous 
crimes by dangerous people, but that case management practices need to be carefully 
tailored to the individual risk and offense patterns of each offender.  

Especially in these economically challenging times, lawmakers should invest in 
evidence based policies rather than those that demonstrate negligible public safety 
benefit. Sexual assault is an important social problem and prevention strategies should 
reflect not only public opinion, but empirical demonstration of effectiveness. Resources 
spent on policies that do not enhance community safety take away funding from more 
promising programs and services for victims.  A paradigm shift away from punitive 
policies and toward evidence based case management might prove more effective in 
achieving the important goal of preventing repeat sexual violence. 
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