
Community-level Risk Factors for 

Sex-Offender Risk Assessment

ANZSOC Perth Panel 2019: Predicting Recidivism: 

Key findings from the National Sex Offenders Project

Presenter: Frank Morgan

Authors: Frank Morgan, Karen Gelb, Caroline Spiranovic, Hilde 

Tubex, Alfred Allen, Anna Ferrante, Steven Wong and Steven 

Smallbone

Associate Professor Frank Morgan, Centre for Health Services 

Research, School of Population Health, Faculty of Health and 

Medical Sciences UWA and Law School, University of Tasmania



• So part of RQ3 is to look at what research tells us about risk factors

• Another part is to incorporate risk factors into our dataset to test their 

predictive value

• Individual-level risk factors are been the primary focus for prediction (and 

we have collected many of these

• Community-level factors (CLFs) have not been a particular focus of sex-

offender recidivism risk research, but there is growing interest in relation to 

general offending and general re-offendiing

• But what does the research tell us about these and how can we bring them 

into our dataset given the available geo-markers (e.g. postcode)?

• I won’t try and systematically summarise the literature, but I’ll give some 

examples that illustrate different approaches to CLFs

Research is Ongoing/Incomplete

The research I present here relates to the third part of our ARC Linkage 

Project: How do rates and patterns of recidivism vary systematically 

according to risk and protective factors, and how can we use knowledge 

about risk and recidivism to develop sex-offender policy in Australia?



• Prisoners’ release/re-entry plans, are these plans ‘realistic’ / feasible

• Where to live, with whom, and, hopefully, where to work, so that they

• Don’t replicate the circumstances of the original offences

• E.g. Scoones et al. (2012) "Beyond Static and Dynamic Risk Factors: the 

incremental validity of release planning for predicting sex offender 

recidivism." Journal of Interpersonal Violence 27(2): 222-238 found that:

• Release planning contributed additional predictive validity for sexual 

recidivism after controlling for static and dynamic risk factors. Findings 

suggest that assessment of release planning might improve accuracy of 

sex offender risk assessments and that release planning should contribute 

to reductions in recidivism.

• NB This research approaches community-level factors (CLFs) from the 

viewpoint of individual offenders, rather than from an objective assessment 

of improved community-level risk, but it fits in well with existing views of 

parole boards and reintegration staff in corrections

• And actual CLFs follow fairly obviously – e.g. accommodation, family 

support and structure and  employment opportunities can be measured at 

community level

But first, something already well understood by 

parole boards and correctional re-entry staff



• Include offending, not just re-offending, and

• All offenders (or violent offenders), not just sex-offenders

• A huge body of literature taken this way, but we can

• Use it to orient ourselves to perspectives/theories that are not simply 

offender-based, but link with criminogenic conditions/contexts

• For example:

Social disorganisation theory

• Opportunity theories 

• Theories of contagion ( – a long history, but renewed interest – de Tarde 

(1843-1904) – his ‘laws of imitation’ emphasise a dynamic approach to 

offending – the offender is always at the crossroads of choice between vice 

and virtue, rather than being subject to fixed external forces

• ‘Imitation has its source in the metropolis, in the nobility and the rich … it 

typically travels outward and downward, to rural areas and the poor’

Start with a broad approach to the research



• Can be negative – e.g. communities rejecting SOs and leading to their 

isolation, and communities/towns that are objectively isolated

• Area-level is easiest to deal with in terms of data (just attach a geocode)

• But what about other links / networks / contexts / sources of contagion, like 

family, work, and …

• (these days) on-line networks in cyberspace rather than physical space

• E.g. the drop in victimisation and offending among younger men in the 21st

C, sometimes attributed to the time they spend in cyberspace rather than 

physical space – but this is not ‘geo-codable’

What do we mean by community-level factors?

Need to de-mystify the nostalgia about ‘community’ – as warm and fuzzy



1 Social Disorganisation: inability of a communities to realise common 

values of residents and maintain effective social controls

• The opposite of ‘collective efficacy’ (Sampson) with its dimensions of social 

cohesion and social control. 

Structural factors include: 

• Concentrated economic disadvantage

• High residential mobility, and family disruption

• Ethnic heterogeneity or segregation 

• (sometimes) urbanicity, income inequality

• Relatively easy to add to datasets that are geo-coded, through the use of 

census data …

• E.g. Morgan et al. (2008). Schizophrenia and offending; area of residence 

and the impact of social disorganisation and disadvantage. Trends and 

Issues in Crime and Criminal Justice, 365

• The ‘collective efficacy’ dimension is less easy to incorporate without 

access to special surveys (.. but research by Wickes and others in 

Brisbane)

What factors arise in broad theories?



• Pratt and Cullen (2005) Assessing Macro-Level Predictors and Theories of Crime: A 

Meta-Analysis. Crime and Justice, 32, 373-450. 

• Strong support for SD theory and economic/resource deprivation theory

• But some studies find that some CLFs don’t have a direct influence on offending and 

reoffending, they have indirect effects. E.g. …

• Concentrated disadvantage can affect recidivism via association with deviant peers, 

influencing social psychological processes conducive to recidivism – e.g. individual 

strain and social learning

• Evidence of indirect effects of CLFs, means that integrated models of 

offending (combining individual-level factors with CLFs) are required 

• Lynam found that impulsive boys were at great risk for offending in Pittsburgh's 

poorest neighborhoods, but impulsivity posed little risk for delinquency in 

Pittsburgh's better neighborhoods, and 

• Ward and Beech’s integrated theory of sexual offending suggests a person who is 

psychologically vulnerable due to certain neurological factors is more likely to 

struggle to effectively meet environmental challenges , and …

• Physical environment may contribute to the etiology of sexual offending through 

creating opportunities for offending (such as making available potential victims), and 

by creating the specific circumstances that trigger existing psychological deficits.

Other social theories emphasising 

concentrated disadvantage



• Cockbain and Wortley (2015), Everyday atrocities: Does internal (domestic) sex trafficking of 

British children satisfy the expectations of opportunity theories of crime? Crime Science 4(1)

• There was a generalist pattern of offending among the offenders indicating lack of control and 

readiness to seize criminal opportunities

• Offenders were well connected with each other – embedded in networks of association, with an 

important ethnic component. The networks were largely not set up to facilitate sex-offending and 

didn’t fit the stereotype of ‘sophisticated street grooming’  

• Most victims were also well connected to other victims

• A positive correlation between offender connectivity and offending rates (and raises the issue of 

co-offending)

• One possible explanation is that the more connected a child sex offender is to others, the more 

opportunities to offend. 

• Alternatively, group dynamics of sexual offender networks may serve to normalise and neutralise 

the abuse, via lowering of inhibitions, so being embedded in an offender network may help 

create ‘likely’ offenders. 

• This is relevant to the community context of neighbourhoods with large numbers of offenders 

and their influence on recidivism, but this particular example focuses more on an ethnic 

community than a neighbourhood

• So the data issues are much more difficult – not simply geo-codable. Cockbain and Wortley used 

unique data from six major police investigations involving 55 offenders and 43 victims

• Opportunity perspectives now focus on situations that act as crime precipitators in the form of 

prompts, temptations, social pressures, permissibility, and perceived provocations and these 

precipitators are arguably present in different communities at different frequencies

Spatial contagion 1 - opportunity



• Stahler et al. (2013) Predicting Recidivism for Released State Prison 

Offenders:Examining the Influence of Individual and Neighborhood

Characteristics and Spatial Contagion on the Likelihood of Reincarceration, 

Criminal Justice and Behavior, 40 (6)

• Unlike Cockbain, Stahler and colleagues locate spatial contagion within 

differential association theory. Reincarceration for released prisoners in 

Pennsylvania was predicted by living in areas of high recidivism

• Contagion was especially important for violent offenders (including rapists) 

• So neighbourhood per se didn’t affect recidivism, but networks within the 

neighbourhood for an individual offender did … so

• Criminally-involved peers increase the likelihood of reoffending – but this 

makes the variable an individual-level factor than, simply, a CLF (p700)

• Findings suggest new data including social network, spatial contagion, and 

the location of community support services are required to understand 

interactions between individual- and community-factors affecting recidivism

• Geo-coding is needed, but attached to individual offenders – this also ties 

in with release planning

Spatial contagion 2 – differential association



• If community-level factors predict reoffending risk should they be be built 

into RA instruments?

• Some instruments have them (e.g.COMPAS and ORAS)

• There is evidence that some of these C-L factors do predict

• E-g ‘high-crime area’, ‘drugs available in neighbourhood’ (ORAS)

• But no research yet on the inter-rater reliability for (possibly subjective) 

variables such as this

• Not enough consideration of the impact of using the C-L variables for RA of 

individuals

• Could lead to closer supervision and control of minority residents living in 

high-crime high-poverty neighbourhoods

• So

• C-L factors matter, but they (and their available resources to assist 

offender re-entry) need to be addressed separately from RA instruments

Community-level factors in instruments? 



A lot! Including:

• The impact of social media, the darknet, other technology

• These technologies are not primarily ‘local’ 

• The extent to which a CLF represents an official reaction to reoffending, 

rather than actual offending 

• E.G. more intense policing, stricter approaches to community supervision –

some research on this, but more needed

• The extent to which available social services, or lack of them, make a 

difference 

• Again, some research on this, but needs more

• Also more research in Australia on types of informal community-level 

support like COSA (Richards, 2018) - providing practical support and 

accountability for sex offenders 

• In any case, there are means of adding some of these CLFs to our dataset

• Thank you! – frankmorgan@uwa.edu.au

Conclusion / What is missing in the CLF 

research field?
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