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Attitudes Toward Juvenile Sex Offender Legislation:
The Influence of Case-Specific Information
Julia Campregher and Elizabeth L. Jeglic

Department of Psychology, John Jay College of Criminal Justice, New York, New York, USA

ABSTRACT
This study examined attitudes toward the application of adult
sex offender legislation to juvenile sex offenders. Participants
were randomly assigned to one of nine conditions. In the
generic condition, the participants were asked to envision a
generic juvenile sex offender, whereas in the manipulated
conditions, participants read a vignette with three manipulated
variables: offense type, victim age, and victim gender.
Afterward, all participants (n = 978) completed questionnaires
assessing perceptions of juvenile sex offenders and juvenile
sex offender legislation. Overall, participants in the generic
juvenile sex offender condition rated the perpetrator as more
dangerous and more likely to reoffend than participants in the
experimental conditions. Moreover, participants in the generic
juvenile sex offender condition were more likely to endorse
more punitive punishments and viewed perpetrators as “super-
predators.” When examining differences between the experi-
mental conditions, participants reading vignettes with younger
victims and male victims as well as vignettes with contact
offenses were more likely to view the perpetrator as danger-
ous, likely to recidivate, as a “superpredator,” and deserving of
more punitive punishments. Implications for public policy as
well as future research directions are discussed.
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There are approximately 747,400 registered sex offenders in the United States
(NCMEC, 2014), and it is estimated that between 17 and 20% of these sex
offenders are juveniles. Although the U.S. Department of Justice does not
keep records separately for juvenile sex offender (JSO) convictions, it is
estimated that JSOs account for almost one-third of sex crimes against
minors (Finkelhor, Ormrod & Chaffin, 2009; Pastore & Maguire, 2007).
With the growing awareness that juveniles commit a substantial amount of
sex crimes, there has been an increase in research focusing on JSOs in an
effort to understand the psychological, social, and biological factors that
contribute to juvenile sex offending, and, furthermore, how community
members and legislators perceive this heterogeneous group of adolescent
offenders. Historically referred to as “goofing around” (Pittman, 2013), the
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public’s opinion toward juvenile sex offending has shifted from the percep-
tion that these behaviors are juvenile antics that will be outgrown to the belief
that JSOs are “compulsive and incurable” and represent a danger to the
community (Chaffin, Letourneau, & Silovsky, 2002, p. 205). Consequently,
sex offender legislation, which was initially designed to protect the public
from predatory adult sex offenders, is now also being applied to juveniles.
However, it is unclear whether the application of these controversial policies
to JSOs has public support, as they are often antithetical to the rehabilitative
approach of the juvenile justice system.

History of sex offender legislation

In 1994, following the disappearance of a young boy (Jacob Wetterling) who
was believed to have been abducted and murdered by a sex offender, the first
sex offender registration policy was passed. The Jacob Wetterling Crimes
Against Children and Sexually Violent Offender Registration (Appelbaum,
2008) created a national database of convicted sex offenders and required sex
offenders’ information, including residence and employment information, to
be provided to law enforcement agencies upon the offenders’ release from
prison. These laws also required that sex offenders provide this information
for at least 10 years after their release and, in some cases, for the rest of their
lives. Under this law, offenders were required to inform the appropriate
authorities when changing their residency, as the law’s intention is to keep
track of potentially dangerous sex offenders. Two years later, “Megan’s Law”
was enacted following the rape and murder of Megan Kanka by a known sex
offender. Under Megan’s Law, individual states were required to implement
community notification practices, which allowed the release of sex offenders’
information to the public. These practices included posting fliers with a sex
offender’s picture, name, and address, holding town hall meetings or door-
to-door notification shifts to inform communities of a sex offender living in
the neighborhood, and online community notification. Along with these
laws, residence restriction laws were also enacted to prohibit convicted sex
offenders from living close to parks, schools, or day care centers, areas that
are frequented by children (Nieto & Jung, 2006).

More recent federal legislation has expanded the types of crimes covered
by previous legislation to explicitly include certain JSOs in the registration
and notification process (Appelbaum, 2008; Garfinkle, 2003). Specifically, the
Adam Walsh Act (AWA), and its first title, the Sex Offender Registration and
Notification Act (SORNA; the Adam Walsh Protection and Child Safety Act,
2006), mandates that each state have an online sex offender registry. SORNA
also requires that JSOs convicted in adult criminal court be registered as sex
offenders. At present, 11 states do not require registration for juveniles
adjudicated in juvenile court, but they do require registration for those
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juveniles who were convicted in adult court. Thirty-eight states allow for
JSOs to be registered, including those adjudicated in juvenile court and
convicted in adult court (Pittman, 2013). Currently, JSOs convicted in
adult court are subject to community notification policies in all 50 states,
and in 27 states juveniles adjudicated in juvenile court are subject to com-
munity notification policies (Pittman, 2013). However, as more states move
to the adoption of SORNA, it is anticipated that there will be an increase in
the number of states requiring JSO registration and notification.

Differences between adult and juvenile offenders

Traditionally, the criminal justice system has viewed juvenile and adult
offenders differently, and the legal system has defended this distinction for
more than a century (Caldwell, Zeimke, & Vitacco, 2008). Adult offenders
were typically considered criminals that needed punishment, while juvenile
offenders were thought to benefit more from rehabilitation (Chaffin, 2008;
Garfinkle, 2003; Trivits & Reppucci, 2002). The distinction between juvenile
and adult offenders has been the result of psychological and biological
research suggesting innate developmental differences between the two
(Cauffman & Steinberg, 2012; Steinberg & Scott, 2003). The adolescent
brain is still in development, which may result in rash decision making and
a propensity to engage in risk-taking behavior (Cohen & Casey, 2013).
Furthermore, brains in development show deficits in controlling impulsive
behaviors, which may also influence criminal behavior (Allen, Trzcinski, &
Kubiak, 2012; Feld, 2004). This physical immaturity may hinder a juvenile’s
ability to calculate future consequences of their behavior (Steinberg & Scott,
2003). However, some of the current laws and sentencing policies do not
recognize the biological, emotional, and psychological differences between
adults and juveniles and recent sex offender legislation is no exception
(Letourneau & Miner, 2005).

Characteristics of JSOs

In an effort to understand whether it is equitable to subject JSOs to the same
laws as adult offenders, it is important to evaluate how their crimes compare
to those of adult offenders. JSOs have been shown to reoffend much less
frequently than their adult counterparts, with recidivism rates at 7–13% for
juveniles and 5–24% for adults (SOMAPI, 2014). Research also suggests that
JSOs are more likely to reoffend with nonsexual offenses (28–39%) than
sexual offenses (5%; Waite et al., 2005). It is important to note that these
rates are likely underestimates of reoffense rates, as sexual assaults are
typically underreported. Not only do JSOs appear to recidivate at much
lower rates than adults sex offenders, but they have also shown to be more
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amenable to treatment and rehabilitation than adults (Chaffin, 2008; Craun
& Kernsmith, 2006; Trivits & Reppucci, 2002). For example, several rando-
mized control studies of multisystemic therapy (MST) have shown that MST
has been found to significantly reduce problematic sexual behaviors and
nonsexual reoffenses in JSOs, while similar treatments have not shown to
be as effective in adults (Borduin, Henggler, Blaske, & Stein, 1990; Borduin,
Schaeffer, & Heiblum, 2009; Letourneau, Chapman, & Schoenwald, 2008).
Moreover, research has shown that JSOs offend against victims of both
genders, while adult offenders may be more specialized in their victim gender
preference (Finkelhor, Ormrod, & Chaffin, 2008). It has been suggested that
JSOs offending against females may be perceived as curiosity, while offending
against males may suggest more serious and aggressive offending (Aylwin,
Clelland, Kirkby, Reddon, & Studer, 2000). The tendency for JSOs to offend
across genders at a higher rate than adult sex offenders may influence the
inaccurate perception that all JSOs are violent predators. While JSOs may
account for a substantial portion of crimes against child victims, this may be
due in part to proximity in age between the perpetrator and victim and may
not be indicative of predatory behavior. Taken together, these findings
suggest that JSOs are not a unique group of youth offenders who are at a
high risk for becoming lifelong “superpredators” and therefore it is question-
able as to why policies designed to monitor and contain adult sex offenders
have been applied to JSOs.

Perception of JSOs

The importance of public support for sex offender laws cannot be understated.
It has been theorized that politicians believe the extension of adult sex offender
laws to juveniles is strongly supported by the public (Meloy, Boatwright, &
Curtis, 2013). Consequently, researchers have sought to investigate levels of
support for the application of adult sex offender laws to JSOs in an effort to
better understand whether there are certain circumstances or characteristics of
a crime, perpetrator, or victim that make the public more supportive of these
laws. For example, Salerno and colleagues (2010) examined public support for
adult sex offender policies compared to JSO policies among a diverse sample of
community members, prosecutors, and family attorneys and found that over-
all, participants were more supportive of stricter registration laws for adults as
compared to juveniles. However, in this study, participants were asked to
imagine a JSO in general (generic JSO), and it remains unclear how precon-
ceived opinions about JSOs may have influenced their responses.

In an effort to overcome the issue of preconceived notions, Salerno and
colleagues (2010) further investigated support for JSO registration by pre-
senting participants with specific vignettes of actual cases involving JSOs.
Participants were randomly given one of four vignettes to read, which
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included (a) a vignette in which a juvenile male raped a girl in a park
(“rape”), (b) a vignette where a juvenile male was looking at nude pictures
of his underage girlfriend (“sexually explicit images of children”), (c) a
vignette in which a juvenile male was slapping a classmates’ buttocks through
the high school hallways (“sexual harassment”), and (d) a vignette in which a
juvenile male was engaging in consensual sexual activity with an underage
girl (“statutory rape”). In addition to varying the type of sexual behavior, the
age of the juvenile was also manipulated; participants were informed that the
male perpetrator was either 12 or 16 years old. Overall, the researchers found
that all of the participants supported registration for the juvenile in the rape
case, regardless of age. When comparing across offense type, the next highest
level of support for registration was found for the juvenile in the statutory
rape case (44%), followed by the sexual harassment case (42%), and the least
support for registration was for the juvenile in the SEI case (22%). When
comparing across perpetrator age, participants in the younger offender con-
dition (12 years old) were less likely to support registration than those in the
older offender condition (16 years old). Moreover, participants were more
likely to estimate higher rates of sexual recidivism for juveniles in the rape
condition. These findings suggest that participants view JSOs who are being
charged with rape or statutory rape as more dangerous and more deserving
of being placed on the registry. However, less than one quarter of respon-
dents supported registration for the juvenile involved in the child SEI case.
Similarly, in another study, researchers found that mandated registration for
juvenile “sexting” cases (sending or receiving nude photos via text message)
was also not strongly supported by the public (Comartin, Kernsmith, &
Kernsmith, 2013). There appears to be evidence that the community does
not support current legislation policies for all JSOs.

Research has sought to examine other characteristics that may affect
support for juvenile sex offense registration. For example, perpetrator and
victim race have also shown to effect public attitudes toward JSOs, such that
the public was more supportive of registration for black perpetrators whose
victims were white as compared to white perpetrators whose victims were
black (Stevenson, Sorenson, Smith, Sekely, & Dzwairo, 2009). Incidents
involving same sex perpetrators and victims were also viewed as less severe
than mixed gender offenses (Sahlstrom & Jeglic, 2008). Similar research in
adult populations has also suggested that adult sex offenders with younger
victims were viewed more negatively and as being more deviant than adult
offenders who offended against older victims; however, it is unclear if the
same would hold true in JSO cases (Rogers, Hirst, & Davies, 2011; Rogers,
Josey, & Davies, 2007). Therefore, victim age and same-sex offending, along
with offense type, may influence public perception of JSOs.

Taken together, these findings suggest that the public’s support for juvenile
registration may be influenced by case specific variables. More specifically,
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general public policies that punish juveniles across a variety of contact and
noncontact offenses do not reflect research that suggests that public support is
not consistent across various types of juvenile sex offenses, specifically case
variables including perpetrator, victim, and offense characteristics.

Current study

Due to the controversial nature of punishing JSOs, it is strongly debatable
whether JSOs should be subject to adult sex offender legislation. However,
the limited research conducted to date suggests that there may be case-
specific characteristics that impact public opinion regarding which juveniles
should be subject to sex offender registration and notification and, thus,
further investigation is warranted.

Overall, there appears to be public support for applying sex offender
legislation to juveniles who have committed more serious sexual offenses.
However, levels of support can vary and may be dependent on several factors
including victim age, victim gender, and offense type. Because of the long-
term, potentially deleterious consequences of these laws to JSOs, it is impor-
tant to investigate public opinion to better understand which variables the
public considers when making their decision to apply sex offender policies to
juveniles. Thus, the current study aims to extend the existing research by
examining additional case specific variables, including victim gender, victim
age, and offense type that may influence attitudes toward JSO registration.

In line with previous research, several hypotheses were posited. First, it
was hypothesized that those participants asked to imagine a generic JSO (i.e.,
without any perpetrator characteristics given) would view the juvenile as
more dangerous, more likely to reoffend, more deserving of harsher legal
sanctions, more likely to be a “superpredator,” less likely to be “goofing
around,” less amenable to treatment, and would endorse more negative
attitudes toward JSOs as compared to participants given specific case scenar-
ios. Of the manipulated conditions, it was hypothesized that participants who
viewed case scenarios with contact offenses, younger victims, and male
victims would view the juveniles as more dangerous, more likely to reoffend,
more deserving of harsher legal sanctions, more likely to be a “superpreda-
tor,” less likely to be “goofing around,” less amenable to treatment, and
would endorse more negative attitudes towards JSOs.

Methods

Participants and procedure

Participants (N = 978) were recruited from a large, urban Northeast university.
Students in undergraduate psychology courses were eligible to participate in the
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study in exchange for class credit. Overall, the sample was predominantly
female (n = 674, 70.1%), and identified as Hispanic (n = 401, 41.7%), White
(n = 163, 16.7%), Black (n = 134, 13.7%), Asian (n = 117, 12%), American
Indian (n = 10, 1%), and other (n = 97, 9.9%). Participants ranged in age from
18–48 years old, with an average age of 20.59 years (SD = 3.8). Those who
consented to participate were randomized to o of nine conditions. The experi-
mental vignettes included three manipulated variables: offense type, victim age,
and victim gender. The control condition asked the participant to complete the
questionnaire while imagining a generic JSO. Participants then completed a
series of online questionnaires after reading the brief vignette. At the conclusion
of the study, participants were directed to a debriefing form in which the
purpose of the study was explained, and participants were given emergency
contact numbers if they felt distressed after completing the study.

Measures

Vignettes
As noted, there were nine conditions in this study—eight vignettes and one
condition in which participants were asked to imagine a generic JSO and no
case specifics were given. These vignettes were written by the researcher and
were based on real-world cases (see Salerno et al., 2010). Each participant was
randomly selected to read only one of the vignettes. The vignettes presented
to participants were as follows:

James is a 16-year-old male high school student. He has been charged with
(possessing naked pictures on his smartphone of/sexually assaulting) his (11/15)-
year-old (male/female) schoolmate. He denies (stealing or viewing these images
without the permission of his schoolmate/having forced his schoolmate to engage
in sexual activity). This is his first criminal charge.

Dangerousness
After reading the vignettes, all participants were asked to rate the perceived
dangerousness of the perpetrator. Perceived dangerousness was assessed with
one item that asked the participant to rate how dangerousness James or the
imagined JSO was on a scale from 1–10, with 10 being the most dangerous
and 1 being not dangerous at all.

Recidivism
Likelihood of reoffense was assessed with one item that asked the participant
to rate how likely James or the imagined JSO was to engage in similar
behavior in the future on a scale from 1–10.
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Public support
Public support for incarceration and registration was assessed using several
questions. Participants were asked if they believed that the perpetrator should
be incarcerated (yes/no), and if the participant responded affirmatively then they
were asked to give a number of years of incarceration. Support for registration was
assessed by asking the participant to choose from several statements, including
“James should not be required to register at all with law enforcement in his
community,” “James should be required to register, but his information should
never be posted on the Internet,” “James should be required to register and his
information should be publicly posted on the Internet immediately,” and “James
should be required to register, but his information should not be posted on the
Internet until he turns 18, at which time his information should be publicly posted
on the Internet.” These statements represent a 1–4 scale, where the first statement
is indicative of a lenient punishment and the last statement is the harshest option.

JSO perceptions
Several items were given to assess the public’s endorsement of several
perceptions regarding JSOs and were based on a previous study (Salerno
et al., 2010). On a scale from 1 to 5 (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree),
participants were asked to rate the following items: “James is a cold and
calculating superpredator,” “James can be rehabilitated or reformed,” and
“James did not commit a crime; he was just goofing around.”

Community attitudes toward sex offenders
Attitudes toward JSOs were assessed using a modified version of the
Community Attitudes Toward Sex Offenders (CATSO) (Church, Wakeman,
Miller, Clements, & Sun, 2008). The CATSO was originally developed as a
scale to measure community attitudes toward adult sex offenders. The current
version modified the scale items to reflect JSOs. Eighteen items are scored on a
six point Likert Scale (0 = strongly disagree, 6 = strongly agree). Higher scores
on this scale reflect more negative attitudes toward sex offenders. Although
this scale has not been shown to be useful with community criminal justice
officials (Tewksbury, Mustaine, & Payne, 2012), this scale has been shown to
be reliable in previous studies with community members (Church et al., 2008;
Conley, Hill, Church, Stoeckel, & Allen, 2011. Because the CATSO was mod-
ified to assess attitudes toward JSOs, internal consistency analyses were per-
formed to verify the scale’s reliability. The modified CATSO showed good
internal consistency in this sample (α = .80).

Results

This study employed a 2 (victim gender: male or female) by 2 (victim age:
11 years old or 15 years old) by 2 (offense type: contact or noncontact) factorial
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design. Independent sample t-tests were conducted to compare the outcome
variables between the generic JSO condition and the experimental conditions
(as a whole). Main effects and interactions were analyzed using between
groups ANOVA and three-way ANOVA analyses. Pearson chi-square analyses
were conducted to examine support for incarceration and support for current
sex offender policies across conditions. Post-hoc power analyses suggest the
power level (0.98) was sufficient with the current sample size.

Generic JSO results

In order to compare whether there were differences between outcomes when
asked to imagine a generic JSO as compared to case specific information a
series of t-tests for continuous variables and chi squared tests for ordinal
variables were conducted. A t-test was conducted to determine whether
there were differences between the generic JSO condition and the case specific
conditions, and we found that participants in the generic JSO condition
perceived the perpetrator as more dangerous (t(976) = −11.07, p < 0.01),
more likely to reoffend (t(971) = −5.60, p < 0.01), and were also more likely
to view the perpetrator as a “superpredator” (t(971) = −6.67, p < 0.01.
Participants in the generic JSO condition were also more punitive with sug-
gested punishments (t(970) = −5.33, p < 0.01) and were more likely to endorse
incarceration for perpetrators (χ2 = 79.81, p < 0.01). However, participants in
the generic JSO condition were also more likely to view the perpetrator as
amenable to treatment (t(970) = −2.29, p < 0.05). There was no significant
difference between the generic JSO condition and the experimental conditions
on general negative attitudes as measured by the CATSO (see Table 1).

Victim age, victim gender, and offense type

Next, a series of between group one-way ANOVAs and three-way ANOVAs
were conducted to assess the impact of case specific variables on the

Table 1. Generic JSO.
Group Mean SD t Df

Danger Experimental Generic JSO 4.93
7.98

2.55
1.94

−11.07** 976

Support for Laws Experimental Generic JSO 2.15
2.84

1.22
1.06

−10.18* 970

Superpredator Experimental 2.24 .98 −6.67 971
Generic JSO 2.95 1.1

Rehab Experimental 3.54 1.05 −2.29 970
Generic JSO 3.79 .98

CATSO Experimental 51.69 9.80 −.27 966
Generic JSO 51.90 10.74

* Value is significant at the p < 0.05 level.
** Value is significant at the p < 0.01 level.
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dependent measures. As hypothesized, participants reading about younger
victims perceived the perpetrator as more dangerous (F(1, 880) = 15.53,
p < 0.01) and as more likely to recidivate than participants reading about
older victims (F(1, 880) = 5.16, p < 0.05). In addition, participants reading
about the younger victims more strongly supported harsher legal sanctions
than participants reading about older victims (F(1, 875) = 5.98, p > 0.05).
Moreover, participants reading about younger victims were more likely to
support incarceration for the perpetrator than participants reading about
older victims (χ2 = 7.67, p < 0.01). Participants reading about younger victims
were more likely to view the perpetrator as a “superpredator” than partici-
pants reading about older victims (F(1, 875) = 15.8, p < 0.01). Contrarily,
participants reading about younger victims perceived the perpetrator as more
likely to be “goofing around” than participants reading about older victims
(F(1, 876) = 14.89, p < 0.01) and participants reading about younger victims
perceived the perpetrator as more amenable to rehabilitation than partici-
pants reading about older victims (F(1, 875) = 4.45, p < 0.05; see Table 2).

When comparing victim gender conditions, participants reading about
male victims more strongly supported harsher legal sanctions than partici-
pants reading about female victims (F(1, 875) = 5.16, p < 0.05). However,
participants reading about male victims perceived the perpetrator as more
amenable to rehabilitation than participants reading about female victims
(F(1, 875) = 7.16, p < 0.01; see Table 3).

When comparing offense type conditions, participants reading about
contact offenses perceived the perpetrator as more dangerous than partici-
pants reading about noncontact offenses (F(1, 880) = 242.99, p < 0.01). In
addition, participants reading about contact offenses perceived the perpe-
trator as more likely to recidivate than participants reading about noncon-
tact offenses (F(1, 880) = 20.65, p < 0.01). Participants reading about

Table 2. Victim Age.
Group Mean SD F Df

Dangerousness 11 year old 5.22 2.44 15.53** 1
15 year old 4.65 2.62

Recidivism 11 year old 6.53 2.34 5.16* 1
15 year old 6.18 2.40

Support for Laws 11 year old 2.25 1.22 5.98* 1
15 year old 2.06 1.21

Superpredator 11 year old 2.37 .99 15.80** 1
15 year old 2.11 .96

Rehabilitation 11 year old 3.61 1.00 4.45* 1
15 year old 3.46 1.10

Goofing Around 11 year old 2.37 1.03 14.89** 1
15 year old 2.62 1.03

CATSO 11 year old 51.88 9.73 .58 1
15 year old 51.36 9.88

* Value is significant at the p < 0.05 level.
** Value is significant at the p < 0.01 level.
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contact offenses more strongly supported harsher legal sanctions than
participants reading about noncontact offenses (F(1, 875) = 93.19,
p < 0.01), and participants reading about noncontact offenses were more
likely to reject incarceration for the perpetrator than participants reading
about contact offenses (χ2 = 124.51, p < 0.01). Participants reading about
contact offenses were more likely to view the perpetrator as a “super-
predator” than participants reading about noncontact offenses (F(1,
875) = 42.51, p < 0.01). Contrarily, participants reading about noncontact
offenses perceived the perpetrator as “goofing around” more so than parti-
cipants reading about contact offenses (F(1, 876) = 160.74, p < 0.01) and
participants reading about contact offenses perceived the perpetrator as
more amenable to rehabilitation than participants reading about noncontact
offenses (F(1, 875) = 18.39, p < 0.01; see Table 4).

Table 3. Victim Gender.
Group Mean SD F Df

Dangerousness Male 5.12 2.49 2.88 1
Female 4.72 2.60

Recidivism Male 6.42 2.36 .38 1
Female 6.28 2.40

Support for Laws Male 2.26 1.24 5.16* 1
Female 2.04 1.18

Superpredator Male 2.26 .97 .11 1
Female 2.21 .99

Rehabilitation Male 3.64 .98 7.16** 1
Female 3.42 1.11

Goofing Around Male 2.44 .98 1.17 1
Female 2.56 1.14

CATSO Male 51.65 9.91 .01 1
Female 51.58 9.70

* Value is significant at the p < 0.05 level.
** Value is significant at the p < 0.01 level.

Table 4. Offense Type.
Group Mean SD F Df

Dangerousness Contact 6.14 2.15 242.99** 1
Noncontact 3.77 2.35

Recidivism Contact 6.72 2.31 20.63** 1
Noncontact 6.00 2.39

Support for Laws Contact 2.54 1.21 93.19** 1
Noncontact 1.78 1.11

Superpredator Contact 2.45 .94 42.51** 1
Noncontact 2.03 .97

Rehabilitation Contact 3.69 .94 18.33** 1
Noncontact 3.38 1.13

Goofing Around Contact 2.07 .90 160.74** 1
Noncontact 2.92 1.09

CATSO Contact 51.72 9.87 .08 1
Noncontact 51.52 9.75

* Value is significant at the p < 0.05 level.
** Value is significant at the p < 0.01 level.
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In terms of two-way and three-way interactions, there was a statistically
significant two-way interaction between victim age, offense type, and danger-
ousness, in which participants were more likely to rate the perpetrators in the
contact offense conditions as more dangerous regardless of victim age (F(1,
880) = 4.78, p < 0.05). In addition, there was a significant two-way interaction
between victim age, offense type, and support for legislation in whih partici-
pants were more likely to support harsher legal sanctions for perpetrators who
committed contact offenses regardless of victim age (F(1, 875) = 4.98, p < 0.05).
There was also a significant two-way interaction between victim age, offense
type, and perceptions of “superpredator” in which participants reading about
contact offenses were more likely to view the perpetrator as a “superpredator”
regardless of victim age (F(1, 875) = 6.89, p < 0.01).

Discussion

The current study further examined the public’s attitudes toward JSOs.
Specifically, we sought to assess perceptions of current JSO policies to better
understand case level variables that may contribute to public support of
applying adult sexual offense laws to JSOs. As hypothesized, participants in
the generic JSO condition viewed the perpetrator as more dangerous and
more likely to reoffend than participants in the experimental conditions.
Moreover, participants in the generic JSO condition were more likely to
endorse more severe punishments for perpetrators and viewed them as
“superpredators.” When examining differences between the experimental
conditions, participants reading vignettes with younger and male victims as
well as vignettes with contact offenses were more likely to view the perpe-
trator as dangerous, likely to recidivate, as a “superpredator,” and as deser-
ving of more punitive punishments. Overall, these finding are unique to this
area of research as they describe the specific relationship between case-
specific variables and attitudes toward JSOs.

As stated, those participants who envisioned a generic JSO rated the JSO as
more dangerous and more likely to recidivate than participants who were
given the case specific examples. This suggests that the term “JSO” itself may
elicit more negative perceptions than cases where the JSO and the crime are
more humanized. This is in line with current research, which suggests that
the public may have preconceived notions of JSOs that not only differ from
empirical research but that also are feeding into negative attitudes (Miccio-
Fonseca & Rasmussen, 2009). This is especially important when assessing
public support for current policies, as the use of generic terms may incite
exaggerated public reactions. Overall, the current study’s findings highlight a
crucial need to include case-specific information in order to accurately
evaluate the public’s support for legislation.
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As expected, we also found that the manipulated variables significantly
influenced perceptions of dangerousness. Participants in the male victim
conditions, younger victim conditions, and contact offense conditions viewed
the perpetrator to be more dangerous. Participants in younger victim condi-
tions and contact offense conditions also perceived the JSO to be more likely
to recidivate. This is consistent with previous research suggesting that the
public views offenders with younger victims and contact offenses as more
dangerous (Salerno et al., 2010). These results also differ from previous
suggestions that male on male sexual violence is perceived as more dangerous
and aggressive (Aylwin et al., 2000). Furthermore, these unique findings may
suggest that college students view certain JSOs as expressing normative,
adolescent sexual experimentation and may not pose as large of a threat to
society as these legislative policies suggest.

In terms of public support for current policies and incarceration for JSOs,
participants in contact offense conditions, younger victim conditions, and
male victim conditions were more likely to support current registration and
notification policies. Moreover, participants reading vignettes with younger
victims and contact offenses were more likely to support incarceration for
JSOs. These results suggest that participants endorse punitive measures for
perpetrators they perceive as more dangerous and more likely to reoffend.
Furthermore, for certain offenders, college students express punitive attitudes
toward JSOs, particularly those JSOs with younger victims and contact
offenders; these attitudes are similar to public opinions held toward adult
sex offenders and are consistent with previous studies that suggest that
“sexting” cases (i.e., noncontact offenses) do not warrant incarceration,
registration, or notification. These results also suggest that the public may
not support the inclusion of all offenses that are currently deemed “register-
able” in state legislation. As suggested by the current study, the public may
not perceive noncontact offenses as equally severe as contact offenses and
therefore may not support legislation that includes “sexting” offenses.

Contrary to initial hypotheses, participants who perceived the perpetrator
as more dangerous and more likely to reoffend and who endorsed current
legislation policies were also more likely to view the perpetrator as more
amenable to treatment. Furthermore, participants in the younger victim
conditions and the contact offense conditions were more likely to view the
perpetrator as “goofing around.” These findings appear counterintuitive, but
these results may suggest that while college students perceive certain JSOs as
dangerous and supportive of current policies, they may also be supportive to
rehabilitative and treatment options for JSOs. These results do not support
the notion that policymakers believe the public views JSOs as unable to be
rehabilitated. In sum, these unique findings suggest that community mem-
bers may support providing treatment and rehabilitation options for JSOs,
which in turn may affect change at the legislative level.
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These results suggest several implications. First, participants in this study
continue to view certain offenders as dangerous and likely to reoffend. While
the current study suggests that these attitudes are mitigated by case-specific
information, there is evidence that perceptions of certain types of JSO remain
negative. However, while the current study’s participants view these offen-
ders as dangerous, they also view these same offenders as amenable to
treatment and undeserving of incarceration. These results are especially
important when considering the initial foundations of the juvenile justice
system—rehabilitation. There still appears to be support for rehabilitation of
JSOs, even if the community recognizes that certain offenders are dangerous
and have the potential to be lifelong criminals. More broadly, this study may
provide further evidence of the issues with the current nomenclature regard-
ing offenses. The process of assessing the public’s opinions may be more
accurate by using terms that do not elicit images of dangerous “superpreda-
tors” for JSOs but rather “youth who have sexually offended” or “youth with
sexual behavior problems” (Chaffin, 2008).

This study is not without limitations. Similar to the methodology used in
previous studies, this study assessed perceptions of JSOs using individual
items. However, perceptions and their coinciding attitudes are complex and
often cannot be fully assessed with singular items. Future research should
aim to assess these attitudes using more complex measures in order to
develop a more nuanced understand of this relationship. Moreover, current
sex offender legislation is equally complex and varies from state to state. This
study was designed to measure overall support for general JSO laws, but it
was constrained in measuring support for all of the state-level differences in
statutes. Future research should attempt to assess support across these dis-
crepancies, considering the nuances of state laws. It would be important to
note whether there would be discrepancies in responding when comparing
participants across states with more or less restrictive legislative policies
directed toward juveniles. In addition, these results should be considered in
light of the limitations of an undergraduate sample. Future research should
aim to recruit a more diverse sample of adults, preferably individuals who are
in contact with juveniles in their daily lives. Furthermore, while the majority
of JSOs are male, it is important to study societal attitudes toward female
offenders as well, as attitudes toward females may differ than those expressed
toward male JSOs. Finally, this study employed a modification to the original
CATSO wherein language was changed from “sex offender” to “JSO.” While
internal reliability calculated for this scale in this sample was good, other
psychometric properties of the scale have not been ascertained. Future work
on this measure modification or development of another similar measure for
assessing attitudes toward JSOs is warranted.

In conclusion, the current study speaks to the need to reevaluate policy-
makers’ assumptions that the public is fully supportive of the application of
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adult sex offender legislation to JSO laws across crimes. While it appears that
there is support to view certain juvenile offenders as dangerous and likely to
recidivate, public opinion is very complex and is influenced by case-specific
factors. General assessments of public support of JSO laws may not be
tapping into these complexities, and previous assumptions of public support
may be overgeneralized and in reaction to sensationalized media reports.
Furthermore, the public seems to believe that JSOs can be rehabilitated,
regardless of negative perceptions or criminal behavior. While future studies
should aim to examine the public’s perception of juvenile rehabilitation more
in depth, it appears that the public does not view all JSOs as lifelong
criminals without a chance at reform. Society would benefit from a better
understanding of the public’s perceptions of juvenile sex offending in order
to better inform legal policies.
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