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Many people assume child pornography offenders are undetected child molesters who are at high risk to molest children. They believe that regularly watching pornography increases their fantasies and increases the probability that they will engage in hands-on offenses. They are seen as high risk and sexually dangerous. Recent research on child sexual exploitation online sex offenders has looked at their risk of committing a contact sexual offense as well as the characteristics of dual offenders compared to child pornography-exclusive offenders. This presentation will summarize this research and the controversies that accompany it. 

Many people believe that pedophiles and child molesters are predisposed to watch child pornography on the internet. They assume child pornography offenders are undetected child molesters who are at high risk to molest children when released from incarceration. They believe that regularly watching pornography increases their fantasies and increases the probability that they will engage in hands-on offenses. They are seen as high risk and sexually dangerous. A recent survey shows the highly negative view the general public has about people who view child pornography.
 
Downloading and possessing child pornography is generally classified as a form of child sexual abuse. Until recently, child pornography offenders were a relatively unknown group of offenders. But the internet has now greatly facilitated the ability to access, possess, distribute, and produce child pornography. Therefore there has been recent research on the assessment, treatment, and management of child pornography offenders. 

The primary concern is the risk that an internet child pornography offender will also commit a contact sexual offense. This is relevant in terms of assessment, adjudication, treatment, and supervision. It is relevant in the civil commitment of sexually violent persons because the Adam Walsh Act provides for the civil commitment of child pornography offenders who are certified as sexually dangerous. 
Because of its importance in the effort to combat child sexual abuse, several studies have addressed characteristics of online sex offenders who also had a contact sexual offense at the time of their arrest along with the future risk of hands-on offending in child pornography only offenders. Overall, this research compares child molesters who report no internet sexual offenses, child pornography offenders with no contact offenses, and those whose records contain both. Because of the differing criteria, samples, and procedures, the various studies report prevalence figures for contact offenses in child pornography offenders that range from 1% to 84.5%. A significant limitation of this research is that most studies are based on convicted offenders and characteristics may differ between detected and undetected offenders.
Child pornography 
Pictures that are child pornography are not secure under First Amendment rights and are unlawful items under federal law. Under federal law, any visual portrayals of sexually explicit behavior involving a minor are considered child pornography and deemed illegal. These may include photographs, videos, digital downloads, images produced to depict an actual minor, undeveloped film and video and electronically stored data.
Sexual activity is not needed in the image to be considered pornography. The images may contain a nude picture of a child that is deemed sexually suggestive and be considered illegal. Child pornography under federal law is the disregard for age of consent for sexual activity. Some states consider age of consent to be younger than 18 years old, but when child pornography is concerned, any depiction of a minor under the age of 18 engaging in sexually explicit conduct is unlawful.
Ly, Fedoroff, and their colleagues
 report that the rates of online child pornography offenses have been rising. With today's advancement in technology, most devices are built to connect to the online world. Their online nature increases accessibility to illicit materials. They note that the available statistics show roughly 4.2 million websites contain pornography, equivalent to 12% of the total number of websites available. In addition, there are 116,000 daily requests for child pornography and 100,000 websites offer “illegal” child pornography. 
They observe that it is difficult to calculate the exact amount of child pornographic materials, as websites can change domain names, use temporary host locations, and become hidden within the “dark net.” They report that research has found significant differences among men who possess child pornography, men who engage in sexual in‐person contact with children, and men who do both.

Research on contact offenses in child pornography offenders
There is an ongoing debate about the likelihood of child pornography offenders committing hands-on contact offenses and the research has produced different results and conclusions. Endrass et al.
 looked at the criminal histories of 231 men charged with possession of child pornography after an internet sting. Very few had a prior conviction for a hands-on child sexual abuse offense. They concluded that consuming child pornography alone is not a risk factor for committing hands-on offenses in subjects who had never previously committed a hands-on sexual offense.

Wollert and his colleagues (2012)
 observe that child pornography only offenders do not represent a high risk of recidivism and are unlikely to have violent criminal histories. They conclude that the great majority of these offenders do quite well in treatment, supervision, and post-supervision and are able to conform their behavior to society’s expectations. They also note that social isolation or disrupted social relationships may be related to the child pornography offense and therefore recommend that treatment should focus on the developing their social skills and encouraging them to integrate with a responsible, meaningful, and stable community.

Bourke and Hernandez (2009)
 compared two groups of child pornography offenders participating in a voluntary treatment program: men whose known sexual offense history at the time of judicial sentencing involved the possession, receipt, or distribution of child abuse images, but did not include any “hands-on” sexual abuse; and men convicted of similar offenses who had documented histories of hands-on sexual offending against at least one child victim. The goal was to determine whether the former group of offenders were “merely” collectors of child pornography at little risk for engaging in hands-on sexual offenses, or if they were contact sex offenders whose criminal sexual behavior involving children, with the exception of internet crimes, went undetected. 
Their subjects were 155 sexual offenders in an intensive residential sex offender specific treatment program in a prison. The subjects were selected from a pool of SOTP participants whose offense involved child abuse images (e.g. possession, distribution, receipt of). They obtained information from sentencing about any hands-on offending. At the time of sentencing 115 (74%) subjects had no documented hands-on victims. Forty (26%) had known histories of a hands-on sexual act. At the end of treatment 131 (85%) admitted to at least one hands-on offense. They note that the increased disclosures were facilitated by the treatment program. They conclude that the internet offenders in their sample were significantly more likely than not to have sexually abused a child via a hands-on act. They also state that the offenders who abused children were likely to have offended against multiple victims, and that the incidence of “crossover” by gender and age is high.
Bourke and Hernandez conclude their findings challenge the assumption that child pornography offenders are only involved with pictures. They state, “It appears that these offenders are far from being innocent, sexually ‘curious’ men who through naivety or dumb luck became entangled in the World Wide Web” (p. 188). They conclude their findings indicate that most of the “so-called pornographers” in their sample are undetected child abusers.
Seto, Hanson, and Babchishin (2012)
 conducted a meta-analysis of 24 studies to examine the percentage of online offenders who had also committed contact sexual offenses. They found that 12% of the more than 4000 offenders had an official contact criminal history. But they also had data from interviews of 523 online offenders and found that 55% in this non-representative group reported a prior contact sexual offense.  In terms of recidivism, they found that 3.4% recidivated with a contact offense, 3.6% with another child pornography offense, and 4.2% recidivated with a violent offense. They concluded from this that “there is a distinct group of online offenders whose only sexual crimes involve illegal (most often child) pornography. . . ”  and “. . . online offenders rarely go on to commit detected contact sexual offenses” (p. 136). They observe that prevalence figures for contact offenses within samples child pornographers have ranged from 1% (Endrass et al., 2009)
 to 84.5% (Bourke & Hernandez, 2009)
.
Johnson (2020)
 argues there is no empirical evidence to support the claim that pornography offenders present a low risk for hands on sexual contact with children. He observes that this research has based the “low risk” status on offender self-report of having no contact victims and/or on the offender having no criminal history for engaging in sexual contact with children. He believes this evidence is faulty unless professionals use procedures such as the polygraph. 
Johnson observes that studies on child pornography offenders indicate 50% to 85% admit to having undetected child victims, and that the average number of undetected victims per offender was eight. He also points out that the use of child  porn victimizes children involved in the child porn industry. The increased demand for more child porn and ways to collect and engage in the use of child-related erotica results in the need for more and more material, which further sexually abuses children.
In a recent article, Paquerre, Brouillette-Allarie, and Seto (2022)
 discuss how the effects of pornography are hotly debated in the scientific literature, especially its potentially negative influence on sexual offending. They note that while studies do not support direct effects of pornography use on sexual offending, pornography is hypothesized to have a catalytic effect among men who are predisposed to sexually offend due to the presence of other risk factors. 
Using a sample of 241 men varying in sexual offending history, this study examined the associations of different types of pornography consumption, offense-supportive cognitions, and atypical sexual interests on sexual offending against boys or girls. They found that people seek pornography which matches their sexual interests. Their analyses indicated the only type of pornography associated with contact sexual offending against boys or girls was child pornography, as it had incremental validity predicting number of victims beyond offense-supportive cognitions and atypical sexual interests. 
Their analyses also found that child pornography consumption increases the effect of sexual interests for boys on sexual offending against boy victims but that this effect was not found for sexual offending against girls. They conclude that different types of pornography may have differential relationships to sexual offending, and that only the use of child pornography impacts sexual offending against children. They observe the need for more research in this area.

Child Pornography Offender Risk Tool (CPORT)

The standard sex offender risk assessment measures such as the Static-99 do not work with child pornography offenders. Therefore, a tool for assessing risk to reoffend in this population was developed by Seto and his colleagues.
 The Child Pornography Offender Risk Tool (CPORT) is a seven-item structured tool to assess the likelihood of future sexual offending over a 5-year fixed follow-up. It was developed to gather information relevant to offending that could be helpful for the police, case management, supervision, and treatment. The CPORT was developed using the data from a sample of men convicted of child pornography offenses. Not all potentially relevant factors (e.g. phallometrically-assessed sexual arousal) could be examined. They had a sample of 286 adult males with child pornography offenses in Canada. A fifth of the sample also had a contact offense.

Risk factors assessed in the CPORT 

1. Offender age at time of the index investigation.

2. Any prior criminal history.
3. Any prior or index failure on conditions such as probation, parole, or conditional release.

4. Any prior or index contact sexual offense history

5. Indication of pedophilia or hebephilic interests.

6. More boy than girl content in the child pornography material.

7. Ratio of boy to girl content in nudity and other child content.
A recent validation study of the CPORT
 examined a sample of 80 men.  Because the sample was small, the statistical power was low. However, the results were consistent with prior research and suggest child pornography offenders with and without contact sexual offenses may be meaningfully different groups. Combining the development and the validation subjects (N =279), the five-year recidivism rate for the pornography only subjects was 8.2 for any recidivism and 6.1 for pornography offenses.  For child pornography offenders who also had contact offenses (N=67) it was 25.4 for any recidivism and 17.9 for pornography offenses. 
Helmus (2018)
 sees the CPORT as a “huge leap forward” in risk assessment for this population but notes it is still in an early stage of development. She believes assessing risk with child pornography offenders is still in its infancy and states it should be given high priority for future research.

Differences between contact offenders, online pornography only offenders, and offenders with both (mixed or dual) 
Given the varying results as described above, researchers have explored the differences between pornography only offenders and those who also have contact offenses. Babchishin, Hanson, and VanZuylen (2015)
 compared three groups of sex offenders against children: online pornography only, contact sexual offenders against children, and offenders with both child pornography and contact sexual offenses. They performed a meta-analysis with 30 different samples and found important differences between the three groups.

• Internet only offenders had greater access to the internet and were more preoccupied with accessing the internet but also had more psychological barriers to sexual offending, such as greater empathy towards children.

• Offline (hands-on) sexual offenders were more likely to have access to children and also scored higher on measures of antisociality than did the internet only offenders.

• The mixed offenders were the most likely to be pedophiles and were a particularly high risk group.

The authors concluded that offenders who restrict their offending behavior to online child pornography offenses are different from those with hands-on offenses. This suggests that the correctional and forensic mental health system should not combine them and should carefully consider how they are managed
Webb, Craissati, and Keen (2007)
 compared sex offenders with internet sex offenses with a matched group of child molesters in the Greater London Area. Over an 8-month period 210 subjects were assessed, of whom 90 were internet sex offenders and 120 were child molesters. A wide range of background data was collected, including several psychometric measures to determine risk and personality traits. 
The research identified similarities as well as differences between internet sex offenders and child molesters on background variables. Specifically, the internet only offenders reported more psychological difficulties in adulthood and fewer prior sexual convictions compared to the child molesters. Although the socio-affective characteristics of internet offenders and child molesters looked similar, the hands-on child molesters were different in terms of antisocial variables, such as, ‘acting out’ and breaking social rules. 
The follow up research was carried out after a short period of time at risk—averaging 18 months—but suggested that internet sex offenders were significantly less likely to fail in the community than child molesters in terms of all types of recidivism. They conclude that there is a subgroup of internet only offenders who pose a risk of repeated internet pornography offending, but not an escalation to contact sex offending. They also state that by far the largest subgroup of internet offenders appears to pose a very low risk of sexual recidivism.

Lee, Li, Lamade, Schuler, and Prentky (2012)
 note that the Supreme Court ruling in U.S. v. Comstock (2010) upheld the constitutionality of The Adam Walsh Act, which provides for civil commitment of child pornography (CP) offenders certified as sexually dangerous, thereby approving litigation of all such prisoners in the federal system. They conducted two studies to address the question: What is the likelihood that an individual convicted of child pornography offenses has a prior history of a hands-on sexual offense involving a child or has a high probability of committing such an offense?  This is a critical question in civil commitment trials.
The sample consisted of 349 participants: 113 who committed an internet sexual offense only (IO) and no other known or self-reported hands-on sexual offense, 176 child molesters who reported no Internet sexual offense (CM), and 60 child molesters that reported committing an internet sexual offense (IO + CM). Study 1 yielded two scales, one reflecting Antisocial Behavior (AB) and one reflecting Internet Preoccupation (IP). Those two scales predicted membership in the combined sample of internet offenders who were also child molesters with a high degree of accuracy (0.75). 
Study two revealed all three groups were discrete with respect to Antisocial Behavior (AB) and Internet Preoccupation (IP). Increasing the IP scale by one point increased the odds of being an internet offender rather than a child molester by 86%. The plotted conditional probabilities increased linearly as values on the AB (antisocial behavior) scale increased. They conclude, “Clearly, not all online offenders are also offline offenders. Online offenders, moreover, are taxonomically heterogeneous” (p. 665). They note that antisociality “appears to be a bright line for identifying online offenders that pose a greater likelihood of offline assault” (p. 666). They state, “Those child pornography offenders that do sexually assault children are distinguished by a much higher degree of antisociality compared to those that refrain from such crimes” (p. 668).
They conclude that child pornography offenders comprise a subgroup of sex offenders characterized by taxonomic heterogeneity. Men apprehended with child pornography have a sexual interest, if not a sexual preference, for children, and, given prevailing DSM criteria, are frequently diagnosable as pedophiles. They note that this group of pedophiles is at low risk to commit hands-on sexual assaults of children. 
Those child pornography offenders that do sexually assault children are distinguished by a much higher degree of antisociality compared to those that refrain from such crimes. Moreover, child pornography offenders who also sexually assault children typically present as lower in educational and vocational achievement than those for refrain from such crimes. They found that 21% of the internet-only offenders were professionals, compared with only 8% of the “dual” offenders. They see these findings as consistent with the hypothesis that increased social and vocational competence inhibit the expression of antisocial behavior in internet-only offenders. 
By contrast, they hypothesize that traits associated with Antisocial Personality Disorder, such as deceitfulness, manipulativeness, impulsivity, aggressiveness, disregard for others, and impaired social emotions (remorse, guilt, and empathy), more likely found among hands on offenders, are disinhibitory to committing a battery offense.
Long, Alison, and McManus (2012)
 examined a sample of 120 adult males convicted of offences involving indecent images of children (IIOC); 60 had a previous contact child sexual offense (dual offenders) and 60 had no evidence of an offence against a child. Analyses explored socio-demographic characteristics, previous convictions, and access to children. Of the 120 offenders, a subsample of 60 offenders (30 dual offenders and 30 non-contact) were further examined in terms of the quantity of IIOC, types of IIOC, and offending behavior. 
The study found the two offender groups could be discriminated by previous convictions, access to children, the number, proportion, and type of indecent images viewed. The noncontact had more indecent images of children. They identified five levels of the images and saw the levels as representing “anchor points” that indicate where an individual’s particular interest lies:
_Level__________________Description___________________________________________
	     1.   Images depicting erotic posing with no sexual activity

	     2.   Nonpenetrative sexual activity between children, or solo masturbation by a child

	     3.   Nonpenetrative sexual activity between adults and children

	     4.   Penetrative sexual activity involving a child or children, or both children and adults

	     5.   Sadism or penetration of, or by, an animal


They report that, although non-contact offenders had a greater number of indecent images of children, they had a smaller proportion of the higher-level images compared to duel offenders. They note that an individual’s sexual fantasies are reflected in the images.
Babchishin, Merdian, Bartels, and Perkins (2018)
 did a comprehensive review of child pornography offenders, whom they term Child Sexual Exploitation Materials Offenders (CSEM offenders). In the early 2000s, CSEM offenders were a relatively unknown group of offenders but this has increased over the past several years. These offenders now represent a large proportion of caseloads seen by police, community supervision officers, and treatment providers. They note that CSEM offenders who have a contact offense score high on both antisociality and sexual fantasies involving children.

CSEM exclusive offenders tend to have greater access to the internet relative to mixed offenders and contact sexual offenders. They were less likely to have contact with children and more likely to have access to the internet. They scored significantly lower than both the contact offenders and the mixed offenders on measures of antisocial tendencies, hostility, criminal history, substance misuse, and unemployment. Mixed offenders were most likely to be pedophiles. One out of eight CSEM offenders had an official criminal record of contact offenses.
The major risk factors that predict CSEM offenders crossing over to contact offenses are related to antisociality (e.g., prior violent offences, juvenile record, total prior criminal history), atypical sexual interests, more boys than girls, and access to victims. They state that these people would be expected to have high levels of pedophilia, sexual preoccupation, antisocial tendencies, access to children, and few psychological barriers to acting on their atypical sexual interests. However, they conclude that for the vast majority of CSEM-exclusive offenders, CSEM is not a gateway to contact sexual offenses against children, although some CSEM offenders do commit new CSEM offenses.
Holt, Kissinger, Spickler, and Roush (2021)
 observe that despite no definitive relationship between pornography and sexual offenses, there exists an assumption that using pornography plays a role in the commission of sexual crimes and may increase risk of recidivism. This has led to the development of post-release restrictions on adult media for those convicted of a sexual offense. 
They conducted semi-structured interviews with 101 incarcerated individuals convicted of a sexual offense to explore the central research questions: (1) What are the common themes among individual’s experiences regarding pornography and how do they construct the role of pornography in their offending? (2) How do they frame pornography use post release and understand pornography use as related to risk of re-offense?  
They found common themes regarding how individuals constructed pornography use and notions of risk. Almost half of the sample did not report that pornography played a role in their offense. However, there was a subset of individuals who reported frequent consumption, were high on other risk factors, and for whom consumption of pornography can increase risk.
They observe that one of the most contentious issues when it comes to the treatment, supervision, and monitoring of individuals who have committed a sexual offense is that of the effects of access to sexual media or pornography upon release. For sex offenders, evidence of a link between pornography and sexual aggression has been considered especially important. There is an assumption that pornography may increase the risk of hands-on sexual offending.

They note that at the same time, the role of pornography in sexual offending has been the subject of considerable debate. The fundamental question is whether pornography plays a role in the development of offending behavior and the commission of sexual offenses. There is no clear empirical evidence to suggest a relationship between pornography and hands-on sexual offending. However, there is a subset of contact sexual offenders who report frequent consumption, are high on other risk factors, and for whom pornography can increase risk. They conclude that strategic and targeted monitoring and supervision of those who perceive their pornography use as consuming and facilitating may be a more effective practice than abstinence-only blanket restrictions. 
Teenagers and sexting

A recent issue involves minors and sexting. I have seen several cases in which text messages regarding sexual activities are sent by and received by text. This includes pornography as well as photographs of the adolescent’s genitals. McNamara (2022)
 recently addressed this issue. He observes that with the contradictions in American law and policy, millions of young people, perhaps even the majority, have now become unrecognized sex criminals. 
He observes that as the internet became popular in the 1990s, fear grew over the mix of anonymity, internet predators and the naivety of child web users. In response, child pornography laws were strengthened as the “evil” to be criminalized became twofold: 1) the producers (via the production process and sale of such images) as well as 2) the images themselves (via their possessor) as camera technology became widely available to teenagers. 
McNamara concludes that this historical reality, which in many ways is simply an accident, accounts for the strict child pornography laws that, in hindsight, have been very poorly written. The intended beneficiaries of the laws are often now committing crimes, reliant upon the goodwill and common sense of prosecutors to not bring charges against them. 
Conclusions 

The connection between child pornography and hands-on sexual abuse of children is not only controversial but as technology continues to develop, is likely to become more complicated. Although there is disagreement over whether child pornography offenders are likely to commit hands-on sexual offenses with children, there is agreement about characteristics differentiating those who do from those who do not. The child pornographers who also engage in contact offenses are more likely to have antisocial characteristics. As technology develops and increasing numbers of people, including adolescents and children, have access to the internet, this is likely to continue to evolve.
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