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 (515)
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 (197)
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68,845

 (340)
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16,749
 (167)
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 (333)
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 (243)
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 (266)
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 (204)
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 (309)
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4,604
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7,054

 (117)
 MD

1,334
 (213)
 VT

2,747
 (206)
 NH

11,399
 (168)
 MA

15,025
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 NJ

5,364

 (149)
 CT

4,759
 (503)
 DE

1,680
 (159)

 RI

1,074
 (160)
 DC

NH

MA
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MD
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MI
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National Center for Missing & Exploited Children (NCMEC)
RSO data: State or territory sex offender registries

Population range: 2015 U.S Census Bureau or 

*2010 U.S Census Bureau

Mapping software donated to NCMEC by Esri, Redlands, CaliforniaTerritories with population rates per 10,000 (American Samoa, N. Mariana and Virgin Islands)

Puerto
Rico

132

(25)

Northern
Mariana 
Islands

Registered sex offenders in the United States 
and its territories per 100,000 population

(per 100,000 population - 262)Total - 851,870

Population range

<1 million

1 to 5 million

6 to10 million

>10 million 

AK

2,338

(317)

HI
(211)

3,024

59

(11)

58

(11)

St. Thomas, VI* and 

St. John, VI*

St. Croix, VI*
American
 Samoa

575

(106)

Guam

(87)
3,032

940

(581)

 
 
*There are now 861,837i people listed on the U.S. sex 

offense registry (National for Missing & Exploited 

Children, 2017) – an increase of 10,000+ since 2016. 

 
*What is “the registry”? Internet/public postings of those 

convicted of sex offenses including photos, home address, 

and crime of conviction; some states list license plates and 

work addresses.  

 

*Widespread public sex offense registries emerged in the mid-1990s. The Jacob Wetterling Act 

(1994) requires states to implement a sex offense registration program; Megan’s Law (1996) requires 

states to conduct community notification and maintain internet sites with sex-offense information; the 

Pam Lyncher Act (1996) establishes the National Sex Offender Registry. Recent federal laws include the 

Adam Walsh Act (2006) establishes uniform registration/notification and requires registration for those 

14 and older; Keeping the Internet Devoid of Predators Act (2008) requires those convicted of sex offenses 

to disclose all internet identifiers; International Megan’s Law (2016) requires passport identifiers for 

those convicted of sex offenses. 

 

*Federal and state sex offense laws often apply for life, even after completion of jail/prison 

and parole/probation. The rationale that those with sex offense convictions are “hardwired” to re-offend 

and need special long-term monitoring is untrue. A few examples: 

 A Department of Justice (2003) studyii tracked 9,691 sex offenders released from prison in 1994 for 

3 years - 5.3% were rearrested for a sex crime within 3 years; 3.5% were reconvicted.  

 A Connecticut Office of Policy and Management (2012) studyiii tracked those released in 2005; 

3.6% were charged with a new sex crime, 2.7% were convicted, 1.7% returned to prison.  

 A California Department of Correctionsiv (2015) study found that of the 8,471 California sex 

offenders released from prison in 2009-2010, 0.8% were returned to prison for a new sex crime 

(91.9% percent were returned for parole violations, 5.3% for a new non-sex crime, 2% for failing to 

register as a sex offender). 

*Do sex offense registries keep us safer?  

 A 2008 study found over 95% of sex offenses in New 

York were committed by first-time offendersv.  

 The sex offender registry is not widely accessed; a 

Nebraska surveyvi found only 34.8% of adults had actually 

accessed it. 

 Costsvii of implementing and maintaining the sex offender 

registry are astronomical with no clear effect. 

 

 

 

   There has been a steady and significant decline in child sexual abuse since 1990viii—before federal 

registry laws. Scholars find the decline is largely due to social and economic factorsix - not the registry. 

 

*Why does the public believe those convicted of sex offenses are destined to re-offend? 

State-based laws such “Jessica’s Lawx” include provisions that those convicted of sex offenses wear GPS 

devices – often for life – on the grounds that recidivism is inevitable; Ellman & Ellman (2015) detailxi how 

false sex offense recidivism data guides major judicial decisions and policies, and how the Supreme Court 

has utilized debunked research showing that re-offense rates are “frightening and high.” 
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Have Sexual Abuse and Physical Abuse Declined Since the 1990s?  
David Finkelhor & Lisa Jones 

This  bulletin  summarizes  statistics  on  trends  for  sexual  and 
physical abuse. A decline in sexual abuse since the early 1990s is 
a conclusion supported by 3 independent sources of agency data 
and 4 separate large victim surveys. The trend for physical abuse 
is  less clear,  since  several of  the data  sources  show conflicting 
patterns.  

Information from several sources has shown declining rates of 
both sexual and physical abuse from the early 1990s through 
2010. But other data and a variety of opinion have disputed 
whether  these  trends  indicate  a  true  decline  in  prevalence. 
This brief  is  an effort  to  assess what  the  current evidence  is 
about these trends.  

SEXUAL ABUSE – 7 INDEPENDENT SOURCES SHOW DECLINES  

The case that there has been a true decline  in sexual abuse  is 
stronger  than  the  case  about  physical  abuse,  and  it  comes 
from a variety of  sources. Three  independent  sets of agency 
data  show  substantial declines  in  sexual  abuse  over  this  pe‐
riod. At  least 4 victim self‐report surveys also show declines.   
A  variety  of  related  child  welfare  “outcome  indicators”  sup‐
port the  idea of a true decline. Finally, efforts to substantiate 
“alternative  explanations”  for  the  decline,  due  to  changed 
polices or practices, have not been supported.  

Agency data 

Child  protection  system  substantiations.  The  National  Child 
Abuse and Neglect Data System  (NCANDS) aggregates data 
from  state  child protective  agencies. That data  show  a 62% 
decline in rates of substantiated sexual abuse starting in 1992 
and continuing through 2010, with the  largest drop occurring 
in the late 1990s (Figure 1). The raw numbers declined from 

Cases  known  to  police.  The  FBI  collects  and  publishes  data 
from  local  law enforcement  for several major crime  types  in‐
cluding rape.   While the FBI cannot break down the rape sta‐
tistics by age of victim, over 50% of FBI‐reported rape occurs 
to persons under age 18.1  Thus the FBI rape statistic is a good 
proxy of sex crimes against minors.  

The NIS finding of a 47% drop strongly suggests that declines  in 
the CPS data are not due primarily  to  changed  screening  stan‐
dards or the implementation of alternative response systems.  

over 150,000 to 63,000 cases. These numbers primarily count 
cases involving abuse by family member and other caregivers. 

Cases  known  to professionals  – The National  Incidence Study. 
Because of concern that child protection agency data may not 
be a  fully  reliable count of child maltreatment, roughly every 
decade  the  federal government has conducted a more  rigor‐
ous  National  Incidence  Study  (NIS)  of  Child  Abuse  and  Ne‐
glect. The NIS gets reports directly from a systematic sample 
of child‐serving professionals (who represent the whole popu‐
lation of professionals  in  the country). The NIS also uses de‐
tailed  and  consistent  criteria  to  evaluate  the  validity  of  the 
reports  they  receive. This  is to address  issues  like changes  in 
standards or screening out criteria in child protection practice. 
Between 1993 and 2005,  the study documented a significant 
47% decline  in sexual abuse measured by what they call their 
“endangerment standard” (Figure 2). This finding almost com‐
pletely confirmed what the NCANDS data shows.  

Figure 1. NCANDS National Estimate Substantiated Sexual Abuse (1990-2010) 

Source: National Child Abuse and Neglect Data System
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Figure 2. National Incidence Study (NIS) Change in Rate of Sexual Abuse and 

Physical Abuse (1993-2005) (Endangerment Standard) 
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*Change in rate not statistically significant
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*Do residency restrictions (state laws requiring those with sex offense convictions to live a  

certain distance from schools or other places where children congregate) protect children and  

victims? A Minnesota study investigating 224 recidivistic sex offenders in Minnesota concluded, “not one 

of the 224 sex offenses would likely have been deterred by a residency restriction law” (Minnesota 

Department of Correctionsxii). 

 

*What are the unintended effects of sex offense laws? “In Miami, 

Florida…over 60 sex offenders are now living under a bridge because they cannot 

locate compliant housing. Other states…have also reported increased 

homelessness of sex offenders as a result of residential restrictions. Housing 

availability is limited by geographic restrictions and exacerbated by practical 

considerations such as affordability. Most sex offenders are underemployed as a 

result of their felony record and stigmatizing status…” (Levensonxiii 2009).  

 

People convicted of sex offenses have wives, partners, children, and parents; 

registries identify where registrants live, harming family members, including 

children, in devastating waysxiv (Levensen & Tewksbury, 2009). 

 

*The registry was designed to protect children from “stranger-danger.” Does it do this? 

 The registry includes people convicted of statutory crimes, “Romeo and Juliet” offenses, non-

contact offenses (e.g. looking at images of children or having a conversation with an FBI agent 

posing as a minor), and those with adult victims. Minorities are over-represented on the registry. 

Twenty-two percent of those on the registry are black compared to 13% of the U.S. populationxv).  

 About 1/3 of those who sexually abuse minors are children themselves; among adult perpetrators, 

those under the age of 30 are overrepresented (see herexvi).  

 Between 75% and 93%xvii of people who sexually abuse children are non-strangers. Instead, they 

are primarily acquaintances and family members. 

 

*Is the United States unique in making sex offender registries publicly available? 

Other countries have law-enforcement only (private) registries; only South Koreaxviii has a fully public 

registry similar to U.S. In the U.K., a tabloid published a list of those convicted of sex offenses (2000) to 

“name and shame” and push for a public registry; the effort was abandonedxix quickly after a spate of 

vigilante attacks and opposition from law enforcement and child welfare groups. The UK refused to 

extradite an alleged sexual abuser because he could be subjected to an indefinite commitment order that 

would be a “flagrant denial”xx of the European convention on human rights. 

 
   Summary 

Our sex offense laws are based on false assumptions about 

the victimization of children by strangers who are presumed 

to be repeat offenders. The reality is far more complex--the 

vast majority of victims are harmed by non-strangers and/or 

those without prior convictions. Moreover, of those convicted 

of sexually abusing other children, many are themselves 

children or young adults. Research shows that those labeled 

“sex offenders” are not “hardwired” to inevitably reoffend, 

and are responsive to rehabilitation. 

 
We need to start over and rethink how to prevent sexual violence. Our sex offense legal 

regime is ineffective, unfair, and unsupported by research – without making anyone safer. 
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