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Recidivism Rates of Men Charged/Convicted of Child Pornography Offences
by L. Maaike Helmus, Ph.D.

Note on Terminology

The term for images of child sexual abuse varies across country and jurisdiction, and academics have favoured differed terms at different
times (e.g., “child sexual exploitation material” is a commonly used term). For simplicity, I will use the term “child pornography” (CP) to
refer to this material. Research on CP comes from numerous countries and states. Although the legal definitions vary across these
jurisdictions (e.g., inclusion or exclusion of written fictional material), the laws tend to include substantively similar behavior.
Consequently, it is reasonably safe to assume a high degree of generalizability in the behaviour captured across these research studies.

In this report, I will use the term “CP only” to refer to individuals whose only sex offence charge or conviction is for CP offences. They
may or may not also have non-sexual offences in their criminal record. Individuals who have CP offences AND contact sex offences will be
referred to as “CP+contact.”

Risk of Recidivism for Men Charged or Convicted of Child Pornography Offences

This is a rapidly increasing research area in the last decade or so, and the research thus far has demonstrated that men whose sole sexual convictions are for
possession of child pornography comprise a meaningfully different subgroup than men who have convictions for contact offences (for reviews and meta-analyses,
see Babchishin et al., 2015, 2018; Henshaw et al., 2020; Seto et al., 2011). 

Summarizing the recidivism risk of men with CP offences is tricky because sexual recidivism rates differ based on the type of recidivism (e.g., any sexual, contact
sexual, CP recidivism), and they also tend to vary considerably across diverse samples and settings in ways that cannot easily be explained by follow-up length or
expansiveness of the recidivism definition (e.g., arrests, charges, convictions; for review, see Helmus, 2018). Complicating things further is that the CP research
literature is inconsistent in separating out CP-only and CP+Contact groups. Consequently, determining an exact absolute recidivism rate with confidence is difficult.
Instead, the research literature can provide useful information about general patterns and group comparisons. To reduce the variability at least somewhat, the
Static-99R recidivism rates calculator (from Thornton et al., 2021; available online at www.saarna.org) was used to estimate the 5-year recidivism rate from all the
available studies in order to standardize the follow-up. 

The table below summarizes the research literature on sexual recidivism with CP samples. There are 20 distinct samples. Where available, subgroups were reported
(e.g., CP Only vs CP+Contact), as well as comparison groups of other justice-involved individuals without CP offences (e.g., those with contact offences against
children, or non-sexual offences). Numerous studies from the United Kingdom (reporting on different groups and outcomes) substantially overlap in their sample
composition and were combined together in a single sample. There is some risk of trivial amounts of overlap in participants between Pilon (2016) and Eke et al.
(2019), but it should not be substantial, so they were treated as separate samples. A few studies mentioned in other research documents were omitted for the
following reasons:

Seto & Eke (2005) is subsumed within Eke et al. (2011)

Osborn et al. (2010) and Webb et al. (2007) are subsumed in the data reported for the U.K. study.

The Table below is particularly helpful for comparisons within the same study (using the same methodology and follow-up) of recidivism rates for different groups
and outcomes. As a broad summary of recidivism rates, the table below also combines the different CP groups for each recidivism outcome. This provides a useful
summary on average, but note the cells contain slightly different combinations of studies that vary in methodology and follow-up. And some studies contribute to
multiple cells in the table below. For example, a single study may have presented data for the overall CP group, as well as a breakdown for those with and without
contact sex offences. For the undifferentiated CP group summary, if a study presented subgroups based on the presence of a contact sex offence, both groups were
combined for this analysis.

For the undifferentiated group of men with CP offences (between 15 and 17 studies were available, depending on the outcome) the overall estimated 5-year sexual
recidivism rate was 5.5%. Looking at specific outcomes, CP recidivism is about as likely (2.7%) as contact sexual recidivism (2.8%). However, distinguishing
between CP Only and CP+Contact groups is crucial. For men with CP-only sexual offences, sexual recidivism rates were 3.9% on average, with roughly a 4.8% CP
recidivism rate and only 1.4% reoffending with a contact sexual offence. The reason the CP recidivism rate is higher than the overall sexual recidivism rate is
because different studies have contributed to each of these estimates; what is most relevant is that CP recidivism is much more likely than contact sexual offences.
In contrast, the recidivism rates are much higher for the smaller group of men with both CP and contact offences: 10.0% any sexual recidivism, 3.4% contact
sexual recidivism, and a CP recidivism rate of 1.1%. One reason the CP recidivism rate may be unusually low is because almost all of these data come from the U.K.
sample, which overall had among the lowest recidivism rates compared to the other studies. 

Drawing comparisons to individuals with offline sexual offences is complicated. The summary is heavily weighted towards the U.K. study, which has particularly low
recidivism rates. Broadly speaking, amalgamating 20 samples of men charged or convicted for sexually motivated offences, Hanson et al. (2018) found sexual
recidivism rates of 9.1% at 5 years and 13.3% at 10 years. In the summary table below, when you can distinguish between types of sexual recidivism and
subgroups within the same sample, the results consistently indicate that men with offline sex offences have higher rates of contact sexual recidivism than men with
CP offences (defined either broadly or as the CP Only group), but lower rates of CP recidivism (Faust et al., 2015; Jung et al., 2013; Pilon, 2016; Howard et al.,
2014). 

Conclusions    

Sexual recidivism rates (defined as new charges or convictions) among men with a sexual offence history are generally low (e.g., 9% after 5 years; Hanson et al.,
2018). Determining the recidivism rate of men with CP offences is complicated by varying group definitions as well as general patterns of inconsistent recidivism
rates across different samples and settings (Helmus, 2018). Nonetheless, some patterns can be discerned based on this research summary. On average, men with
CP offences appear lower risk to sexually reoffend. However, when you disaggregate those with and without a history of contact sexual offences in addition to their
CP offending, it is the CP only group who are particularly low risk (CP+Contact are a small subset of higher risk individuals). Furthermore, men whose only sexual
offences are for CP are more likely to reoffend with a CP offence rather than a contact sexual offence. Rates of contact sexual recidivism are extremely low (1.5%)
among men whose only sexual offences are CP. 

Table Notes
5-year rates were estimated using the online calculator available at www.saarna.org (Thornton et al., 2021)
CP = Child pornography
CP w/C = Child pornography that involved contact (e.g., production)
CP+C = Child pornography and a contact sexual offense
CP-NC = Child pornography and no contact sexual offense
CC = Contact against child
CP-NonVio = Child pornography and no violent offenses
CP+Vio = Child pornography and a violent offense
SA = Sexual assault
SOC = Sexual offenses against children
SO = Sex offenses (excluding CP)
No SO = Non-sexual offenses only
K = Number of studies (non-overlapping)
aIncluded attempted contact offenses, and they may also have had a CP offense
bAs cited in Seto et al. (2011)
cDefined as street time (excluded time in custody for non-sexual offenses)
dBarnett et al. (2010)
eElliott et al. (2019)
fHoward et al. (2014)
gWakeling et al. (2011)
hIncludes some offline, non-contact sexual offenses

*This author had no financial interests to declare.
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