
Public Perception of Female Sex Offenders and Severity/Dangerousness 

 

Sex crimes committed by female offenders create an interesting dynamic in the field of 

criminal justice. Most often, the victims reporting a sexual offense are female and their 

perpetrators are male. This can lead a view that minimizes sex crimes perpetrated by females.  

Whilst research has been conducted on opinions and attitudes of professionals within the 

criminal justice system, the views of the general public in regard to female sex offenders have 

not been included. With an existing gap in the literature, this study seeks to understand the 

perception of female sex offenders and their level of danger through the lens of those who reside 

in Northern Virginia. The background of the problem will be presented along with a review of 

the literature. The selected methodology, presentation of data, and subsequent analysis will be 

followed by implications for future research. 

Background 

In August 2023, a court document revealed that a former female teacher in Virginia 

would not have to register as a sex offender as part of a plea deal made with the 

prosecution.1 The option to eliminate the registry requirement for this female perpetrator 

begs the question of “why is she not required to register as a sex offender for committing a 

sex crime?” Unfortunately, high profile cases such as Debra LaFarve from Florida highlight 

the attractiveness of the female perpetrator while diminishing the criminal behavior. 

LaFarve’s own attorney capitalized on the appearance of his client and is quoted saying 

that she is “too pretty for prison.”2 While female sex offenses may be overlooked or not 

taken seriously, the crimes still occur.  

Such reporting has led to a minimization of female perpetrators and the perception that 

sex crimes are gendered with males being stereotyped as the offender.3 Gakhal and Brown 



(2011) argued that if the gender of the offender is not specified, the implied assumption is that a 

male committed the crime.4 The focus of research in the field of criminal justice as it pertains to 

sex offenders has also been male centered.5 This includes existing literature that conceptualizes 

males as harmful and dangerous.6 Female offenders challenge this stereotype because their posed 

level of danger is often overlooked or minimalized.7  

With the focus on the male offender, literature in the field has not always included female 

sex offenders.8 Over the years, studies that have considered female sex offenders have mentioned 

that the public does not think that female perpetrated sex offenses occur as often as crimes 

perpetuated by males.9 Not only do females represent an under reported group, Shields and 

Cochran (2020) determined that females are not sentenced as harshly as their male 

counterparts.10 This gives the public the impression that female sex offenders are not as 

dangerous as male sex offenders and presents a gap in the current literature regarding the public 

perception of female sex offenders and their perceived level of danger.   

Scholars have made an effort to address the problem by attempting to understand how 

different factors influence the perception of sex crimes. Hoggett, McCartan, and O’Sullivan 

(2019) considered a demographic characteristic associated with jobs in law enforcement.11 The 

inclusion of rank and role of police officers was studied in regard to the perception of law 

enforcement officers. Unfortunately, the researchers did not introduce other demographic 

characteristics as part of the study.12 Kerr, Tulley, and Völlm (2017) considered age and gender 

as demographic factors that could impact outcomes such as views of sex offenders; however, 

they did not include other demographic variables such as race or ethnicity in their study.13 With 

this in mind, including demographic variables and their potential impact on public perception 

will provide more information to the field and will contribute to the existing research. 



Literature Review 

Prevalence of Female Offenders 

Historically, research on female sex offenders is limited in comparison to male 

offenders.14 In 2002, Vandiver and Walker made a claim sex crimes with female perpetrators 

have been minimized in the criminal justice field.15 Over a decade later, Cortini et al. (2016) 

supported this thought process through their own research noting that females perpetuate around 

two percent of the sex offenses reported to police.16 Friedman et al. (2023) affirmed the lack of 

research and available data regarding female offenders. Although males commit a majority of 

offending in the criminal justice system, Brown and Kloess (2020) determined that females are 

responsible for between five to ten percent of sex crimes in the United States.17 This is slightly 

less than the findings of other empirical studies that suggested the percentage of female sex 

offenders lies between five and twenty percent.18 However, the researchers have come to the 

same conclusion, that females are capable of committing sexual offenses.  

Contrary to previous beliefs, females are capable of committing the same type of sexual 

crimes as their male counterparts.19 This includes crimes that are similar in severity and types of 

sex crimes such as rape and sexual assault.20 Such information negates the societal view of 

female offenders, which considers females, specifically female sex offenders, to be harmless.21 

Viewing female offenders as harmless feeds into the double standard that has been developed 

around the treatment of female sex offenders in the criminal justice system.22 Additionally, 

research is limited regarding the prevalence of female sex offenders because of the terminology 

or definitions that are used. Alterations in definition of sexual abuse and 

identification/classification of specific crimes will influence the data that is collected in a study 

as well as the results.23  



One of the major issues standing in the way of understanding the prevalence of female 

sex offenders is due to under reporting.24 Denoy (2001) suggested there is a culture of denial 

when it comes to reporting female offenders and their crimes.25 Victims are less likely to report 

sex crimes if the perpetrator was a female.26 Additional research determined that when reports 

are made, professionals do not necessarily take the crime seriously or disregard the crime in its 

entirety.27 While there are complexities when it comes to reporting crime, the gender of the 

perpetrator is influential in whether or not a victim makes a report to the police.28 Additional 

research determined that the criminal justice system hesitates to identify men as victims.29 Such 

antiquated notions influence male reporting of crime. Thus, there is an issue with not only under 

reporting of female perpetrated crimes, but those that are reported are minimized.30  

Media Depiction of Sex Offenders 

Male and female sex offenders are portrayed differently in the media. Such depictions 

can influence public opinion as the media plays an instrumental role on how such offenders are 

portrayed.31 Media outlets act as one of the primary sources of information regarding sex 

offenders.32 The role of the media in disseminating information has not changed in the last 

decade as various sources still control the narrative about crime and criminal behavior.33 Lowe 

and Willis (2022) determined that the media would often focus on high profile cases, yet they 

may be a small representation of the type of sex crime being committed.34 Unfortunately, as the 

media plays a role in the circulation of information, the media can pose as a powerful tool in 

influencing public opinion of specific crimes or types of offenders.   

Contrary to how male offenders are depicted, females are not necessarily portrayed as 

monsters in the media. Instead of being presented as villains, research has suggested that the 

media glamorizes female sex offenders.35 Historically, sex crimes committed by female 



perpetrators have been romanticized.36 Females are often depicted as innocent or not capable of 

sexual aggression.37 Though dated, there are two high profile cases where the gender of the 

perpetrator overshadowed the crime, those of Mary Kay Letourneau and Debra LaFave.38  

The narrative that the media dictates about female sex offenders has contributed to a lack 

of public understanding regarding the danger posed by female sex offenders. More importantly, 

media portrayals contribute to an inaccurate representation of female sex offenders.39 

Christensen (2017) also conducted qualitative research considering public opinion on sex 

offenders, specifically how females are portrayed in the media in comparison to their male 

counterparts.40 Unlike the research from Zack et al. (2016), the work of Christensen (2017) did 

not show the same themes of romanticism in the portrayal of female sex offenders in Western 

print media.41 This study did call for additional research to compare perceptions of male and 

female offenders.   

Perception of Danger 

 

One aspect of interest is the perceived level of danger a female sex offender poses to 

society. Often the level of danger to self-and/or others are taken into consideration during 

sentencing.42 Gibbs and Bensel (2022) noted that there is a gap in research concerning the level 

of danger posed by society, as the focus has remained gender-specific toward male offenders.43 

With male sex offenders being the center of attention, women are potentially seen as less 

culpable. Moreover, females are less likely to use physical force against their victims. Instead, 

female offenders often consider themselves to be in relationships with their victims, thus altering 

the narrative of the female offender and their perceived level of danger.44 

This is not a new concern as early research from Denov (2003) suggested that traditional 

views of women as passive and harmless have found their way into the criminal justice system 



by means of reporting practices and responses, such as sentencing.45 Such views are supported 

by a study from Shields & Cochran (2020), which determined that judges view females as posing 

less of a danger to society.46 A review of the research shows that little change in opinion or 

attitude toward females and their perceptions of danger have changed. 

Instead, research is consistent with male offenders as more likely to be viewed as a 

danger or threat.47 Zack et al., (2016) confirmed this bias by determining there is a double 

standard for the way different genders are treated during the sentencing phase.48 The study 

determined that the general public does not view female offenders as predatory or even on the 

radar.49  

Public Perception   

 

Public perception is an important factor in shaping the criminal justice system. The 

1980s and 1990s were dominated by the “get tough” on crime stance taken by the criminal 

justice system in the United States. This policy was a response to the public outcry regarding 

the violent crime rates in the US, sex offender legislation and notification laws being an 

example of this policy. Public attitude and perception of the sex offender registry is in need of 

evaluation. Zgoba et al. (2018) noted that the public has driven changes to the Sex Offender 

registry.50 Initially, change was made by public outcry after the death of Jacob Wetterling and 

later with the abduction and subsequent deaths of Megan Kanka and Adam Walsh, the registry 

has undergone modifications based on public attitudes.51 Because the public has been a driving 

force of the sex offender registry, it is necessary to consider modern trends in public perception 

and attitudes. Thus, the general public is the target population.  

Mancini et al. (2014) acknowledged the role of the public in pushing for new 

legislation or changes to the criminal justice system, noting that public perception of crime and 

their overall opinion has a place within the system itself.52 Previous research demonstrates that 



the public views sex offenders as being some of the “worst of the worst” offenders in the 

criminal justice system53. With regard to sex offender legislation, public opinion has pushed 

for updates in policy and sometimes, changes in sentencing. 

While there have been years of research on public opinion of crime as a general topic or 

theme, the opinion of sex offenders and their crimes tend to vary based on the information that is 

presented.54 This includes the public forming an opinion about the crime, those who commit such 

crimes, and sentencing initiatives. As such, public opinion is often developed through a 

combination of information from media and information that circulates through communities. 

Focus groups in New Zealand determined that perceptions are a combination of both information 

from the media as well as myths and facts that circulate through the community.55  

As such, the public plays an important role in the criminal justice system. Research on 

public attitudes includes a study from Mancini and Budd (2016), which suggested that not only is 

public opinion toward crime a complex issue, but perceptions and misperceptions about sex 

offenders can influence policy to include sentencing initiatives.56 King (2016) highlighted the 

role of public opinion on the criminal justice system.57 The public can influence changes to 

legislation based on perceive threats such as the passing of the sex offender notification laws. 

Zgoba, Jennings, and Salerno (2018) found that the public has driven changes to the Sex 

Offender Registry.58 Initially by outcry after the death of Jacob Wetterling and later with the 

abduction and subsequent deaths of Megan Kanka and Adam Walsh, the registry has undergone 

modifications based on public opinion and attitudes.59 Such changes can be attributed to public 

perception and the role of public opinion on crimes like those that are sexually motivated. 

 

 



Research Questions 

 The research, quantitative in nature, is aimed at addressing the gaps within the literature. 

The question along with the accompanying hypotheses are as followed:  

Research Question 1: 

Can gender, parental status, and political affiliation predict public perception of female 

sex offenders and level of danger? 

Null Hypothesis:  

Gender, parental status, and political affiliation cannot predict public perception of 

female sex offenders and level of danger. 

Alternative Hypothesis: 

Gender, parental status, and political affiliation can predict public perception of female 

sex offenders and level of danger. 

Methodology 

As the research is interested in what variables (gender, number of children, and political 

affiliation) influence public perception of female sex offenders, the study utilized a non-

experimental correlational design. The research question and corresponding hypotheses consider 

the relationship of the variables and the strength of the relationship on the dependent variable. 

Nonexperimental research is an appropriate method as there is no manipulation in the 

independent variables.60 Previous authors have utilized quantitative methods as a base for their 

research to examine perceptions of sex offenders, helping ground this study within the same 

context.61   

The data was sourced through the implementation of a survey, the Community Attitudes 

Toward Sex Offender Scale (CATSO) developed by Church et al. (2007).62 Surveys are 



considered to be easy to administer as participants are able to complete them at a convenient time 

and with the ease of online surveys, they can be accessible to many.63  Participants were 

recruited through an online notice that included a link to the survey instrument with 

accompanying inclusion criteria. The same questions were asked of all participants and consisted 

of demographic information as well as a series of statements that utilized a Likert scale (1-6) for 

response.  

The sample population was drawn from the area classified as Northern Virginia. The 

target population was adults over the age of 18 that reside in Virginia. The specified area is 

Northern Virginia, which contains the counties of Arlington, Fairfax, Loudoun, Prince William, 

and Stafford along with the independent cities of Alexandria, Fairfax, Falls Church, Manassas, 

and Manassas Park.64 The sample strategy was convenience sampling, a form of non-probability 

as not every individual had an equal chance of participation.65 Two social media platforms were 

selected to disseminate the survey, Facebook and LinkedIn. Therefore, members of the Northern 

Virginia population that had access to Facebook or LinkedIn and the public post had a higher 

chance of being included in the research. Information about the survey, the rationale for the 

research study, and inclusion criteria were noted on a recruitment notice. As the recruitment 

notice and link to the survey were posted on a personal Facebook and LinkedIn page, a caveat 

was added to the recruitment notice that excluded personal friends, family members, and co-

workers of the researcher.  

Community Attitude Toward Sex Offenders Scale (CATSO) 

  

The Community Attitude Toward Sex Offenders Scale (CATSO) scale was used to 

collect data with permission from the original researcher, Church.  One modification was made 

to the language of the existing tool within the instructions. The phrase “please provide an answer 



to each question with female sex offenders in mind” was added so that participants would answer 

the questions while considering female sex offenders, rather than male sex offenders. This 

change was made to influence responses. Church provided permission to add the caveat to the 

instructions. 

The scale consists of 18 self-report items. The instrument included both standard items 

and reverse scored items that were used in the analysis. The responses were recorded on a 6-

point Likers scale with a range of 1 (strongly disagree) to 6 (strongly agree). Scores for the 

overall CATSO can range from 18-108.  During the initial testing and implementation phases, 

the researchers determined that higher scores on the CATSO are more likely to be indicative that 

sex offenders are dangerous and unlikely to change.66 Further, higher scores are also indicative 

of negative views about sex offenders.67 

Presentation of Data: Demographic Data 

The survey collected data from individuals who met the inclusion criteria: (a) participants 

over the age of 18, (b) those who reside in the specific geographic area of Northern Virginia, and 

(c) individuals who are not and have not previously been listed on the SOR. Although the survey 

was disseminated through two social media platforms, it is unknown how many individuals saw 

the recruitment notice or had access to the survey. While 124 surveys were collected, not all 

were completed. As such, the sample consisted of (N = 91) participants. Based on the 

recommended equation for multiple regression N > 50 + 8m, a minimum of 74 surveys were 

needed for the study.  

Gender 

 A majority of the participants identified as female (68.1 percent, N = 62). Males were 

represented in the survey sample (29.7 percent, N = 27), while those who identify as non-binary 



(2.1 percet, N = 2) were represented in the surveys collected. This data indicates that females 

were slightly more likely than males to participate in the survey. 

Table 1 

Summary of Gender of Survey Participants 

 

Gender Sample  

Percentage 

N 

Male 29.7% 27 

Female 68.1% 62 

Non-binary 2.2% 2 

No Response   

                                                                                                                                         N = 91 

 

Parental Status 

 In the sample, parents had the highest percentage of participation in the survey (53.8 

percent, N = 49) followed closely by non-parents (46.2 percent, N = 42). This data indicates that 

individuals with children or those who identify as parents were more likely to participate in the 

survey. 

Table 2 

Summary of Parental Status of Survey Participants 

 

Parental Status Sample Percentage N 

Yes 53.8% 49 

No 46.2%  42 

No Response   

  N = 91 

Political View 

 The last demographic characteristic of interest is the political view of participants. The 

survey included a range of options from very liberal to very conservative. In the sample, 

participants largely identified as neutral (37.4 percent, N = 34), followed by slightly liberal (28.6 

percent, N = 26). Respondents with very conservative views (3.3 percent, N = 3) represented the 



group with the lowest survey participation followed by very liberal (10.9 percent, N = 10). This 

data indicates that individuals with a more neutral political view were more likely to respond to 

the survey in comparison to those that lean to one side or the other. 

 

Table 3 

Summary of Political View of Survey Participants 

 

Political View Survey Percentage N 

Very Liberal 10.9% 10 

Slightly Liberal 28.6% 26 

Neutral 37.4% 34 

Slightly Conservative 19.8% 18 

Very Conservative 3.3% 3 

No Response   

                                                                                                                                           N = 91 

 

Presentation of the Data: Community Attitude Toward Sex Offenders Scale 

 The CATSO is comprised of 18 questions that are further divided into four subscales. 

One subscale, Severity/Dangerousness, answers the research question for this study. Five 

specific statements from the CATSO are included in the subscale. As the response selections on 

the CATSO are in the format of a Likert Scale (1-6), the subscale was summated prior to creating 

the individual factor for analysis. 

Severity/Dangerousness 

 The sample included 91 responses to the CATSO, specifically the questions that related 

to the subset of Severity/Dangerousness (Questions 4, 9, 13, 15, and 17). These statements were 

reverse scored per the instructions from Church et al. (2008). Table 4 shows each question from 

the Severity/Dangerousness subscale and how respondents answered. 

 

 

 

 



Table 4 

Statements Included in Subscale Severity/Dangerousness 

 

Question Strongly 

Disagree  

1 

Disagree 

 

2 

Probably 

Disagree 

3 

Probably 

Agree  

4 

Agree 

 

 5 

Strongly 

Agree  

6 

Total 

4 41.7% 43.9% 4.3% 4.3% 5.4% 0%  

N 38 40 4 4 5 0 91 

9 46.1% 30.7% 16.4% 4.3% 1.0% 1.0%  

N 42 28 15 4 1 1 91 

13 40.6% 32.9% 16.4% 6.5% 1.0% 2.1%  

N 37 30 15 6 1 2 91 

15 51.6% 28.5% 10.9% 2.1% 2.1% 4.3%  

N 47 26 10 2 2 4 91 

17 75.8% 23.0% 0% 0% 0% 1.1%  

N 69 21 0 0 0 1 91 
 

 The summary of results from the subscale are as follows: Question 4 (M = 1.87, SD = 

1.063), Question 9 (M = 1.86, SD = 1.035), Question 13 (M = 2.01, SD = 1.140), Question 15 (M 

= 1.87, SD = 1.272), and Question 17 (M = 1.28, SD = .655). The results from the summated 

Severity/Dangerousness subscale were (M = 26.07, SD = 2.891).  

Table 5 

Summary of CATSO Severity/Dangerousness Subscale 

 

Variable Minimum Maximum M SD 

Statement 4 2.00 6.00 5.121 1.063 

Statement 9 1.00 6.00 5.123 1.035 

Statement 13 1.00 6.00 4.989 1.140 

Statement 15 1.00 6.00 5.121 1.272 

Statement 17 1.00 6.00 5.714 .655 

Severity/Dangerousness 18.00 30.00 26.077 2.891 

 

 

 



Multiple Linear Regression Model 

 A multiple regression analysis was to examine if the independent variables (gender, 

parental status, and political view) affected the dependent variable (severity/dangerousness). The 

regression model is tested with an ANOVA to determine if the independent variables can 

significantly predict severity/dangerousness (Table 6).  

 Results from the multiple linear regression model revealed there was no statistically 

significant findings as the model determined there was no significant relationship between the 

predictor variables and the dependent variable F (7, 59.261) = 1.014, p = .428, R2 = .00.  In this 

instance, the study fails to reject the null hypothesis. Gender, parental status, and political 

affiliation cannot predict public perception of female sex offenders and severity/dangerousness.  

Table 6 

ANOVA Results for Severity/Dangerousness 

 

  
 

Discussion 

The main goal of the study was to examine the predictor variables of gender, parental 

status, and political view and their relationship with the dependent variable, 

severity/dangerousness. Unfortunately, the overall study did not find support that the 

independent variables were able to predict public perception of severity/dangerousness as they 

apply to female sex offenders. While these results were unexpected, the study did answer the  

research question by determining, no, these independent variables cannot predict public 

perception of danger/severity posed by female sex offenders. 



The study was limited in its design. Using the Internet as a means of distribution does 

present several advantages. First, the researcher does not need to be physically present when the 

survey is distributed. Second, an online platform provides participants with the ease of 

completing the survey in their own time that is convenient and within their own setting. Lastly, 

the use of the Internet for distribution is cost-effective and uses less paper resources. However, 

along with benefits come limitations. For this study, participants would need access to the 

Internet by phone, tablet, or computer to access the survey. Additionally, the survey specifically 

used social media for distribution. The use of online social media platforms to disseminate the 

survey has its own built-in limitations. For instance, whilst the survey and recruitment flyer were 

made public, participants would need to be members of either Facebook or LinkedIn to see the 

notice 

The study also faced minor methodological limitations. The study was designed to be 

anonymous. With this comes the risk that the individual completed the survey more than one 

time information that would limit a participant to one time was not collected. Another limitation 

of the study includes the number of incomplete surveys. The total number collected was 122, 

with 31 participants not completing every question. Of the 31 who did not complete the survey 

18 completed the prescreening questions but did not complete the survey. It is likely that some of 

these participants did not meet the criteria, thus, were not prompted to continue. Of the 

remaining 13, who did not complete the survey, they dropped off at various points throughout 

the survey process. This could have been due to a variety of factors such as the length of the 

survey, loss of signal/Internet, or loss of interest.  

Due to the use of convenience sampling, it is not necessarily representative of all of 

Northern Virginia. Instead, the study provides a cross-section of the region. The demographic 



statistics show one particular county, Prince William County, as a high participating area in 

comparison with the others that make up Northern Virginia. This may not accurately correlate 

with the population in the specified counties. Therefore, it would be difficult to generalize these 

results to the entirety of Northern Virginia. With this in mind, it would also be difficult to 

generalize the views of those across the entirety of the Commonwealth based off this study.  

Alone, this study is not likely to be the basis of any major changes to policy or practice. It 

is however, a starting point for future discussions in the field regarding the role of female 

perpetrators and criminal behavior. The literature revealed that the opinion of the public has been 

taken into consideration when it comes to policy initiatives. This has often been the case when it 

comes to updates in the requirements of the Sex Offender Registry.68 As the study findings fell 

short on being able to determine if demographic characteristics can predict public perception of 

female sex offenders within the context of severity/dangerousness, there are no implications for 

policy or practice at this time.  

Recommendations for future research have developed from both the review of the 

existing literature as well as the limitations of this study. The first recommendation is to replicate 

the study with a larger sample size. A larger sample size may be more representative of Northern 

Virginia. Second, the study should either be replicated in different regions across the 

Commonwealth or include the entirety of the Commonwealth to gain a better understanding of 

how the public in Virginia views female sex offenders and their level of danger. 

It is recommended that a future study extend the number of independent variables to see 

if there are other demographic factors that influence these perceptions. While this study limited 

itself to three, other demographic variables such as age, race/ethnicity, and level of education 



could contribute to public opinions of female sex offenders and severity/dangerousness. These 

variables could make for an interesting analysis to see their role on public perception. 

Lastly, it is recommended that a similar study be replicated to determine if the 

psychometric validity of the instrument is challenged when the CATSO is used to gain insight on 

public perception about female sex offenders. Such research would contribute to the field by not 

only providing additional data about female sex offenders but would add to the discussion 

regarding the use of the CATSO and its subscales. 

 The literature review determined that there are stereotypes and misconceptions about who 

perpetuates sex crimes. Specifically, it was noted that the sex offender stereotype if focused on 

males committing crimes of a sexual nature.69 Females challenge this stereotype.70 In order to 

better understand public perception, future studies should consider using the CATSO twice in the 

same study. The first time, with no alterations in the instructions and the second time with the 

caveat used in this study, to respond to the statements focusing on female offenders. A 

comparison of this data could provide more information about public perception of females in 

comparison to males, adding more to the knowledge base and addressing the same gap within the 

literature that was identified in this study.   

Conclusion 

The quantitative study was developed based on an interest regarding how the public 

views female sex offenders. An anonymous survey was distributed via social media, targeting 

the population of Northern Virginia. The study examined the relationship between three 

independent variables: gender, parental status, and political view and the dependent variable of 

severity/dangerousness. Multiple regression was used to conduct the data analysis using the 

open-source program JASP. The research determined that the three selected independent 



variables were not able to predict public perception of severity/dangerousness. Given the results 

of the study, additional questions arise as to whether or not stereotype or subconscious 

viewpoints that males (not females) are sex offenders, were present in the study. Although the 

study did present statistically significant findings, there is much more to explore regarding public 

perception and female sex offenders in future research. 
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