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IMPROVING THE COMMUNITY SUPERVISION
OF SEXUAL OFFENDERS

Question: How can doing research
improve community supervision
practices?

Background: Sex offenders who
re-offend upon release from prison can
cause public fear and reduce people’' s
trust in the criminal justice system. In
order to understand and prevent such re-
offences, a national research project was
conducted in 1997. In this retrospective
study, parole and probation officers were
interviewed about what they thought
might have triggered re-offencesin
earlier cases. A new research project is
now underway in which the information
learned in previous studies is used to
improve the community supervision of
sex offenders currently in the
community. Using research findings to
improve practices is expected, but what
is particularly significant about the
current project is that the process of
doing research itself improves field
practice. In this project, community
supervision officers learn state-of-the-art
risk assessment methods as they produce
the research data needed to further
advance knowledge.

Method: This 30 month project will
track over 1,000 sexual offenders
serving sentences in the community
across Canada as well asin Alaska and
lowa. Officers are trained to monitor
three levels of risk predictors. STATIC
predictors are historical facts, generaly
not changeable, that research has
associated with risk to re-offend over the
long-term (e.g., prior convictions for
sexua offences). STABLE DYNAMIC
predictors are intermediate term risk
factors that can be changed through
treatment or socia service interventions
(e.g., deviant sexua preferences,
attitudes that support sexua offending).
ACUTE DYNAMIC predictors are
rapidly changing factors that
immediately precede re-offence (e.g.,
access to victims, intoxication).
Probation and parole officers assess
static predictors once, at the beginning
of community supervision; stable
predictors every six months; and acute
predictors every time they meet with the
offender. This project provides
structure, not only to the ongoing
assessment of risk, but also to the
officer/offender interaction. By
distinguishing between higher and lower
risk cases, officers and correctional
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administrators can apportion their time
and resources according to the level of
risk to public safety posed by an
offender. Research has shown that
correctional resources are best utilised
when the most resources are
concentrated on higher risk offenders.

Likely Outcomes: Through the process
of actually doing research, information is
transmitted to the field and adopted by
officers, thereby promoting the continual
improvement of best practices. This
research will produce a nationally
recognised sex offender risk assessment
instrument that is easy to use, widely
applicable, and useful to community
supervision officers. The resultant test
will provide officers with estimatesof
“what are the chances that an offender
will reoffend”, “when should the officer
intervene” and if they chose to intervene,
“what should be the intervention targets
of choice?’

Policy Implications:

1. Although research is often
considered a costly initial investment
with potential for future benefit, the
current project demonstrates how the
implementation of research projects
can provide immediate benefits to

the field. Researchers and
practitioners should seek
opportunities for such “win-win”
collaborations whenever possible.

2. Thisproject will provide a validated
risk assessment instrument for sexual
offenders that will allow correctional
authorities to more efficiently
channel resources according to risk.

3. Thisproject will provide
parole/probation officers and
correctiona authorities with a
national common vocabulary of risk
for sexua offenders, facilitating
inter-officer and inter-jurisdictional
transfer of risk information.
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