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More than 35% of those who sexually abuse minors are themselves juveniles1 and interventions must be
developmentally appropriate to address the harm. 29% of the victims in one sample were sexually
assaulted by youth age 17 or younger, 2 and according to the National Children’s Alliance “in 20-25% of
cases handled by children’s advocacy centers, youth or children under age 18 have acted out against
another child.”3 Juveniles accounted for 14% of arrests for rape and 18.2% of arrests for other sex
offenses in 20124 in a study combining both adult and youth offenders. 64% of perpetrators were
acquaintances and 10% of perpetrators were family members in one study. 5 According to one study of
juvenile offender population coming to the attention of law enforcement, females constitute 7% of
juveniles who commit sex offenses. 6
Limited research exists about the causes of youth sexual offending. However, research exists to suggest:
•
•
•

“The sexual offending of some adolescents represents a reenactment of their own sexual
victimization.
For some adolescents, sexual aggression is a learned behavior modeled after what they observe
at home.
Adolescents who commit sexual offenses have much less extensive criminal histories, fewer
antisocial peers, and fewer substance abuse problems compared with nonsexual offenders.” 7

Are adolescent and adult sex offenders the same?
Reporting rates of sex offenses remain low, which means that sex offender recidivism data is based on
convicted offenders and juveniles adjudicated delinquent. According to the SOMAPI Report, “The goal of
intervention with juveniles who commit sexual offenses is to prevent recidivism, decrease risk, and
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increase protective factors that buffer against reoffending.” 8 Treatment for juveniles who commit sex
offenses reduces recidivism,9 and juveniles have a lower sexual recidivism rate than adult offenders.
While previous estimates ranged from 7-13% over a 5-year follow-up period,10 11 12 a more recent study
by Caldwell revealed a weighted mean sexual recidivism rate for adolescents of 2.75% and a weighted
mean base rate for sexual recidivism of 4.92% over a follow-up period of nearly 5 years. 13
What is SORNA?
The Adam Walsh Child Protection and Safety Act is a federal law that was originally passed in 2006, and
includes the Sex Offender Registration and Notification Act (SORNA). SORNA is currently in the process
of being reauthorized by Congress. The Office of Sex Offender Sentencing, Monitoring, Apprehending,
Registering, and Tracking (SMART Office) was authorized under the Adam Walsh Act to administer the
minimum standards for sex offender registration and notification across the United States. Jurisdictions
that meet the minimum standards are considered to have “substantially implemented” SORNA. If a state
or territory does not substantially implement SORNA they are subject to a 10% reduction in Byrne JAG
funding. Visit this link for state by state implementation process information.
SORNA & Juveniles
“Very few studies examining SORNA with juveniles have been undertaken to date.” 14 It’s also important
to emphasize that registration and notification are two different things. SORNA requires registration for
juveniles ages 14 and older who are adjudicated delinquent for certain violent sexual offenses. States
are not required under SORNA to post information about juveniles adjudicated delinquent of sex
offenses on their public registry.
The Juvenile Supplemental Guidelines were published by the SMART Office in August 2016. 15 These
guidelines allow for states, territories and tribes to have their policies and practices regarding SORNA’s
juvenile registration requirement reviewed by the SMART Office if they don’t fit exactly into SORNA
requirements (but may have other policies and practices that could meet SORNA’s objectives), to
determine if the jurisdiction has substantially implemented SORNA. 16
The Center for Youth Registration and Reform at Impact Justice works to repeal all laws that allow or
require youth to be placed on sex offender registries. They have a number of resources available on this
topic including a breakdown of which states require youth to register.
It is imperative to consider victim confidentiality issues related to sex offender registries. The Alliance’s
statement on the community management of sex offenders touches on issues of victim confidentiality
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and public registries which can be of particular concern when the victim and offender are in the same
family or household.
What does research tell us about SORNA and juvenile registration?
•
•

Research is limited regarding the effectiveness of SORNA and juveniles.
Two studies17 18 found that in some cases where juveniles committed sexual offenses, charges
were either reduced or pled down to nonregistration offenses, which in one study 19 resulted in
ineligibility for county funded sex offender treatment in some instances.

Sexual Victimization of Youth in Juvenile Facilities:
•
•
•

According to the 2012 National Survey of Youth in Custody, nearly 1 in 10 (9.5%) of adjudicated
youth reported being sexually victimized in juvenile facilities.20
Males, youth age 18 and older, black youth, and non-heterosexual youth were most likely to
report being sexually victimized while in a juvenile facility.
More than one-third (37%) of adjudicated youth who reported youth-on-youth sexual
victimization were victimized by more than one perpetrator.

State Ages of Adult Criminal Responsibility:21
For federal crimes, 18 years of age is the age of adult criminal responsibility. In 18 states, 18 years of age
is the standard; however, in other states, 16 or 17 years of age is the age in which individuals are tried as
adults and subject to adult sex offender registration and notification.
Additionally, some states have legislative and prosecutorial waivers for serious sex offenses. In these
states, state law and/or prosecutors retain the discretion for charging decisions of juveniles for the most
serious sex offenses either remaining in juvenile court or being prosecuted in adult court. It’s critical that
coalitions are familiar with both state law and prosecutorial discretion in their jurisdiction for charging
decisions, as it impacts the requirements regarding registration and notification of children and youth
with sexual behavior problems who may be tried as an adult.
The Alliance is collaborating with the Campaign for Youth Justice to look at issues of sexual violence
against youth incarcerated in adult facilities, and they have a breakdown of state laws on charging youth
as adults.
What terms should be used?
Under SORNA, a "sex offender" is defined as "an individual who was convicted of a sex offense." Sex
offender registration requirements extend to juveniles adjudicated delinquent of a sex offense who are
at least 14 years of age and engaged in a sexual act with another by force or the threat of serious
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violence or engaged in a sexual act with another by rendering unconscious or involuntarily drugging the
victim.22
Children and youth with sexual behavior problems is the preferred terminology. Because most sexual
assaults are not reported and the focus is on rehabilitation and prevention, referring to youth as
“predators” or “perpetrators” does not advance the shared goal of ending sexual violence. Advocates
working to end sexual violence value the importance of language. The terms used in the field are part of
shifting the response to and prevention of sexual violence. Just as advocates emphasize the importance
of victim and survivor-centered practices, it’s equally important that advocates consider the language
used when discussing those who have caused harm, and working collectively to prevent future harm.
Questions to Ask Policy Makers and Other Statewide Partners When Considering Sex Offender Policy:
•
•
•
•
•

Will the proposed measure increase safety?
Are there programs and funding in place that include an advocate for the victim(s) and ensure a
victim-centered response?
How does this policy treat children and adolescents different from adults?
What is the recidivism rate in our state, territory or tribe for juveniles vs. adults? What is the
data for sexual recidivism vs. general recidivism?
How much does our state spend per year on sex offenders; on victims of sexual violence; and on
preventing sexual violence?

Additional Resources:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Raliance-funded report by the MNCASA: Children with Sexual Behavior Problems
National Center on the Sexual Behavior of Youth: Sexual Behavior: Typical or Problematic?
National Children’s Alliance Fact Sheet: What We Can Do: Understanding Children and Youth
with Problematic Sexual Behaviors
National Children’s Alliance Fact Sheet: What Happens Now? Facing Sexual Behavior Problems
with Your Child
National Sex Offender Public Website
SOMAPI Report
SMART Summary: Prosecution, Transfer, and Registration of Serious Juvenile Sex Offenders
ATSA’s Adolescents Who Have Engaged In Sexually Abusive Behavior: Effective Policies And
Practices
A Reasoned Approach: Reshaping Sex Offender Policy to Prevent Child Sexual Abuse
Human Rights Watch’s Raised on the Registry
Restorative Community Conferencing found at impactjustice.org
NSVRC’s Considering family reconnections and reunification after child sexual abuse: A road
map for advocates and service providers

For more information, please contact Terri Poore, Policy Director, at terri@endexualviolence.org.

22

SMART Office: Juvenile Offenders Required to Register Under SORNA: A Fact Sheet,
https://www.smart.gov/pdfs/factsheet_sorna_juvenile.pdf.

