Review Manuscript

TRAUMA, VIOLENCE, & ABUSE
2024, Vol. 25(2) 1248-1264
© The Author(s) 2023

Article reuse guidelines:
sagepub.com/journals-permissions
DOI: 10.1177/1524838023 1174695
journals.sagepub.com/home/tva

S Sage

Public Perceptions Toward Community
Management Policies for Individuals
Convicted of Sexual Offenses: A
Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis

Olga Sanchez de Ribera', Larissa S. Christensen?",
Nicolas Trajtenberg', and Kirsty Hudson?

Abstract

Community management policies for individuals convicted of sexual offenses (ICSO) are controversial, mainly because the
effectiveness of these policies in reducing recidivism is limited and appear to have some collateral effects. Despite this,
the current meta-analysis found the public highly support these policies. Studies examining public perceptions regarding
community management policies for ICSO to understand levels of support, misconceptions about the policies, and factors
affecting the views of the public were reviewed. After searching 7 electronic databases, 43 studies, both quantitative and
qualitative, were included in the systematic review and 3| in the meta-analysis. Studies could be longitudinal or cross-
sectional, needed to include public attitudes, opinions, and perceptions about ICSO community management policies and
could include standardized or non-standardized measures, indirect assessments of attitudes, along with interviews and focus
groups. Results suggest that overall, policies were supported by 76% of the public, 61% believed in their effectiveness, and
63% felt safer because of the policies. However, only 36% accessed the registry, 38% took preventive actions, and 40% were
aware/concerned about the collateral consequences. All analyses yielded high levels of heterogeneity. Misconceptions about
policies and ICSO were moderate. Finally, 36 studies explored factors that affected the public’s attitudes and perceptions
of policies with a variety of significant associations and predictors. The findings provide comprehensive evidence that while
these policies are supported by the public, the public have less belief in the effectiveness of them in protecting children and
reducing recidivism. Implications for public policy and future research are discussed.
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Sex crimes produce great fear among citizens, especially when
victims are children (Kernsmith et al., 2009; Levenson et al.,
2007). These feelings are often perpetuated through the report-
ing of high-profile cases in the media (Wright, 2003). In order
to minimize these public sentiments concerning individuals
convicted of sexual offenses (ICSO) released in the commu-
nity, policymakers intend to protect the public by applying
additional punitive, rather than rehabilitative, measures (Baker
etal., 2015). Although the extent of these policies differs from
country to country, the most common community manage-
ment policies include offender registration, community notifi-
cation through public online registries, residency restrictions,
electronic monitoring, and chemical castration. Offender reg-
istration requires that ICSO register their address with the
local enforcement department. This sanction can last a mini-
mum of 10years (see Comartin et al., 2009). Community noti-
fication typically involves public disclosure of the identity and
address (and other information) of the ICSO through mass
media (i.e., Internet, TV, and newspapers), flyers/posters, and

community meetings. Electronic monitoring involves tracking
the location (but not the individual’s activities) of the ICSO
using Global Positioning System (GPS) monitoring. Finally,
chemical castration requires pharmacological treatment to
reduce the sexual arousal to decrease sexual reoffending (see
Comartin et al., 2009). The main goal of these polices is to
protect the public from sexual offenses by tracking ICSO (i.e.,
work and residence) to ultimately decrease sexual recidivism
(Kernsmith et al., 2016).
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Community management policies for ICSO have raised
some contentious points. First, these policies have been
found to have little or no effect on deterring sexual offenses
(Duwe et al., 2008; Zevitz & Farkas, 2000) with difficulties
preventing reoffending, despite this being the main aim of
these policies (Kernsmith et al., 2016). Second, these laws
increase the level of fear and anger in some residents (Bedarf,
1995; Phillips, 1998; Zevitz & Farkas, 2000), bringing with
it some negative consequences for ICSO such as harassment,
threats, property damage (Tewksbury & Lees, 2006), hous-
ing instability and reduced or lost employment opportunities
(Mercado et al., 2008; Tewksbury & Mustaine, 2009), and
living in areas with great social disorganization (Mustaine
et al., 2006). Thus, these collateral consequences have been
argued to not only violate ICSO constitutional rights such as
offenders’ rights to privacy and dignity, and risk offenders
being punished twice for the same crime, and subject to cruel
and unusual punishment (Bedarf, 1995; Redlich, 2001), but
also prevent reformed ICSO from reintegration (Bedarf,
1995). However, the purpose of the current study is not to
discuss the evidence on the effectiveness of these policies.
Instead, the focus is on understanding public perceptions of
these policies, misconceptions, and the factors associated
with perceptions. Such research might help to inform imple-
mentation—and promotion—of more suitable alternative
policies. In turn, potentially reducing collateral consequences
of sanctions on ICSO and positively impacting rehabilitation
and reintegration efforts.

Public Support for Community
Management Laws

Public policies are strongly influenced by public opinions
rather than research evidence (Burstein, 2003; Center for Sex
Offender Management [CSOM], 2010). Studies have consis-
tently reported the misconceptions and lack of knowledge
the public have about ICSO (e.g., level of risk, recidivism,
and treatment) and community management laws (for review,
see Zatkin et al., 2021). As previously noted, despite current
evidence against the effectiveness of some of these policies,
these sanctions are very popular among public opinion. For
example, Levenson et al. (2007) found that regardless of
whether there is scientific support for an instrumental effect
of community notification, the public supports such policies.
This finding was corroborated more recently by Koon-
Magnin’s (2015) study using an experimental design. Phillips
(1998) found that 80% of Washington State residents
believed that community notification was very important.
Other studies found that community notifications in different
countries were perceived as fair by the public (Brannon
etal.,2007; Levenson et al., 2007; Schiavone & Jeglic, 2009;
Zgoba & Cowan, 2020). Importantly, one study showed that
support for ineffective policies persists even when explicit
information on the lack of effectiveness of these laws in

reducing crime was provided (Campbell & Newheiser,
2019). Such findings are concerning when public attitudes
have a direct influence on policymakers, who follow public
opinion sentiments when making decisions (CSOM, 2010;
Meloy et al., 2013).

Attitudes Toward Community
Management Laws

The public hold strong attitudes for community management
policies, with the reasons for, and motivations behind, such
attitudes varying greatly. However, the first reason might be
the type of crime. Evidence has yielded negative attitudes
toward ICSO, and all types of sexual offenses have been
found to elicit some fear from respondents (Higgins &
Ireland, 2009; Kernsmith et al., 2009; Levenson et al., 2007).
Second, attitudes may be influenced by the media, which has
been found to cover predominantly sensationalized crimes
involving child abductions and murders such as Megan
Kanka in the United States and Sarah Payne in the United
Kingdom (Kernsmith et al., 2009). Often, the ICSO are por-
trayed as “monsters” and “deviants” (Quinn et al., 2004).
These laws hold symbolic value among the public, promot-
ing a sense of public safety (Koon-Magnin, 2015). Third,
evidence suggests that the public’s beliefs about ICSO may
be based upon myths and misconceptions (Harper et al.,
2017), which have been associated with a high level of puni-
tiveness among community members (King, 2019). Finally,
the consequentialism rather than the instrumentalism
approach may play a role, that is, people want to punish
ICSO because they are deserving and this “additional” pun-
ishment after prison is fair (Schiavone & Jeglic, 2009; Zgoba
& Cowan, 2020).

The Current Review

Given that public attitudes can have major implications on
the decisions made by policymakers (Levenson et al., 2007),
understanding public attitudes associated with ICSO policies
is essential for rehabilitation and reintegration. Furthermore,
understanding such attitudes is also ideal in order to design—
and promote—alternative strategies, which may be perceived
as less popular among the public but may utilize more evi-
dence-based measures. While research has reviewed profes-
sionals’ perceptions of such policies (see Christensen et al.,
2021), to the best of the authors’ knowledge only one pub-
lished review examined attitudes of different populations,
which included the general population from North America
(Connor & Tewksbury, 2017). With regard to perceptions of
the public, they found that Americans largely endorsed noti-
fication and registration laws and considered them as fair
strategies to manage ICSO even though the public recog-
nized the drawbacks ICSO faced from these laws. However,
this was not a systematic review. Moreover, it solely included
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studies on ICSO notification and registration laws in the
United States, excluding other countries and other laws such
as residency restrictions.

The current study offers a systematic review and meta-
analysis, which focuses on the publics’ perceptions toward
ICSO community management policies described above, and
it has three main aims: (1) to synthesize the evidence on the
publics’ perceptions toward ICSO community notification
laws and, where possible, to calculate the overall proportion of
the population who supported these laws; (2) to examine
whether the public hold misconceptions about these laws; and
(3) to examine what factors impact on these attitudes and,
where possible, to calculate the proportion of other factors
associated with these policies. The current study offers a valu-
able resource for researchers, policy professionals, along with
government and non-government organizations who research
or manage community management policies for [CSO.

Methods

This review adhered to the Preferred Reporting Items for
Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis (PRISMA, Moher
et al., 2009).

Eligibility Criteria

To be included in this review, the studies had to meet the fol-
lowing criteria. First, studies included the general public of any
age group, gender, and nationality. Studies focused on practi-
tioners of the criminal justice system (for review, see
Christensen et al., 2021), ICSO, family of ICSO, and media
were excluded. Second, studies needed to include attitudes,
opinions, and perceptions about ICSO community manage-
ment policies. The studies had to include standardized mea-
sures (i.e., Attitudes Toward Sexual Offenders, Community
Attitudes Toward Sex Offenders), nonstandardized measures
(e.g., surveys and vignettes), and indirect assessments of atti-
tudes toward ICSO and community policies (see Harper et al.,
2017), along with interviews and focus groups. Studies focused
merely on attitudes toward ICSO and not referring to any com-
munity management policy were excluded. Third, the study
design could be either longitudinal or cross-sectional. If cross-
sectional studies compared two different groups (e.g., commu-
nity members and students), information from the groups was
analyzed separately, but practitioners were excluded. Fourth,
the studies could be from any country, as long as they were
published in English and or Spanish languages. Lastly, books,
book chapters, newspaper articles, and conference abstracts
were excluded, but peer-reviewed articles, government reports,
official reports from non-government agencies or other organi-
zations, and dissertations were all included.

Search Strategy

The search for eligible studies was conducted using three
types of keywords using Boolean operators relevant to: (1)

ICSO (i.e., sex* offen® OR child sex* offen* OR child sex*
abuser OR sex* crim* OR child molest* OR paedo* OR
pedo* OR rap* OR sex* predator®), (2) attitudes (i.e., public
OR opinion OR perception® OR attitude* OR judgement*
OR judgment* OR myth* OR misconception™ OR stereotyp*
OR bias OR belief OR decision*), and (3) community man-
agement policies for ICSO (i.e., regist™* OR notification OR
law OR legislation OR Megan's Law OR policy OR reinte-
gration OR management OR punitive* OR risk) in seven
electronic databases (Medline, PsycNet, Scopus, Web of
Science, OpenGrey, Informit, and SciELO) published
between January 1994 and October 2019. This search was
conducted as part of a larger study. In addition, all of the
reference lists of the studies included for analysis were
reviewed.!

Study Selection

The search strategy yielded a total of 3,796 document refer-
ences. After deleting duplicates and an initial screening of
titles and abstracts, 261 studies were potential candidates to
be included. A total of 223 studies were excluded, after
assessing the full text. Finally, a total of 43 studies met the
inclusion criteria of the review, and 31 studies were included
in the meta-analysis. The search strategy and the selection
process were conducted by a researcher and supervised by
the second author. Figure 1 presents a flow diagram of the
selection process.

Data Management, Extraction, and Analysis

Standardized and piloted data extraction forms were used to
record all relevant data for each included study. For all stud-
ies, the authors extracted information regarding the study
characteristics, sample characteristics, methodology, and
outcomes. One reviewer (first author) extracted data on 33
variables. Additionally, the coding process involved identify-
ing common categories of questions relevant to the depen-
dent variable (public perceptions of support of community
management laws and awareness of negative consequences
of these laws for ICSO). When questions were asked in more
than five studies, the overall proportion of these questions
was calculated. The responses were dichotomized ([Strongly]
Disagree/[Strongly] Agree) and the effect sizes were reported
as proportions n/N (%). The transformation for proportions
used was the arcsine-square-root, which stabilizes the vari-
ance and makes it dependent on just the sample size, not the
value of the proportion itself (Barendregt et al., 2013).

In all meta-analyses, a random-effects analysis was
employed based on the assumption that studies use varied
research designs and take samples of observations from differ-
ent populations, so this model assigns similar weights to all
studies regardless of sample size (Borenstein et al., 2011). The
level of heterogeneity was measured using the Q-static and I
(*>75%), which indicated high significant heterogeneity
between studies (Higgins & Thompson, 2002). Categorical
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Figure |. Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis (PRISMA) 2009 flow diagram.

moderators (i.e., sample and policies, and quality) were
assessed with the O-between statistic (Q,). Continuous mod-
erator (i.e., year) was assessed using the meta-regression (ran-
dom model). All statistical analyses were performed using
Open Meta-Analyst software (Wallace et al., 2012).

Quality Appraisal of Studies

The Quality of Survey Studies in Psychology (Q-SSP)
checklist (Protogerou & Hagger, 2020) was used for the

quality appraisal of studies. The Q-SSP uses several
responses (“Yes,” “No,” “Not stated clearly,” and “Not appli-
cable”) and contains 20 items grouped into four domains:
Introduction (rationale/variables: 4 items), Participants
(sampling/recruitment: 3 items), Data collection/analyses/
measures/results/discussion: 10 items), and Ethics (3 items).
If the overall quality score is =75%, the study may be con-
sidered to be acceptable quality. Two reviewers indepen-
dently extracted data (third author and fourth author). To
ensure intercoder reliability, the two reviewers practiced
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coding and established procedures for resolving ambiguities.
The rater agreement was 83% (i< =.66).% Disagreements were
resolved by discussion, and always reached a consensus.

Results

Results from the 43 studies and 31 studies that met the inclu-
sion criteria for the systematic review and meta-analysis,
respectively, are discussed below. Study characteristics are
first discussed, followed by a critical appraisal of the included
studies. The results are then presented in three parts based on
the findings of the meta-analysis: (1) public perceptions
toward community management policies for ICSO, (2)
knowledge and misconceptions about community manage-
ment policies for ICSO, and (3) factors contributing to atti-
tudes and perceptions of community management policies
for ICSO.

Study Characteristics

The demographic information and sample characteristics of
the studies included in this review are presented in
Supplemental Appendix A. The majority of studies were
conducted in the United States (k=39, 89%) and collected
samples of adults from the general public (k=39, 89%), with
a higher proportion of females with different age ranges
comprising a total of 29,515 respondents. More than half of
the studies (k=24, 54%) employed a randomization sam-
pling technique (e.g., random digit dialing and random
addresses), and less than half of the studies used online sur-
veys (k=13, 30%). The response rate ranged from 11.4% to
69%, but 23 studies neither reported the response rate nor the
authors were able to calculate it.

Critical Appraisal of Included Studies

The overall quality scores for each study using the Q-SSP
checklist is presented in Supplemental Appendix B. The
studies did not meet the score for acceptable quality (i.e.,
score >75%). The most common biases across the studies
were on the ethics and data domains.

Public Perceptions Toward Community
Management Policies for ICSO

Studies explored a wide range of variables on public percep-
tions toward different community policies for ICSO. The
most common variables explored among the studies were:
support for community management policies of any type of
ICSO including females who committed sex offenses (k=24,
56%), effectiveness/usefulness of laws in reducing sexual
offending and protecting children (k=18, 41%), access to the
registry (k=8, 19%), feeling of safety for themselves, family
and the community (k=12, 28%), awareness and concern of
vigilantism/negative consequences for ICSO (k=11, 25%),
taking preventive actions (k=8, 19%), familiarity with

community management laws (k=9, 21%), fear of having a
ICSO in the community (k=8, 19%), rehabilitation views
(k=8, 18%), research influence on their policy views/sup-
port (k=5, 12%), useful information in the registry (k=5,
12%), and policy fairness (k=4, 9%) (see Supplemental
Appendix C).

Other topics examined by less than five studies involved
fairness of policies, most effective type of notification
method, deserving the registration/notification, awareness of
released ICSO in the community, information in the registry,
number of times/reasons for accessing the registry, notifica-
tion should be available to the public, the ways public found
out about the disclosure scheme, reactions to community
notification, police do a good job of notifying citizens about
released ICSO, police deal appropriately with citizens’ reac-
tions to released ICSO (included in only two studies), and
neighborhood characteristics.

Meta-analysis

Thirty-one studies (out of 43) were included in the meta-
analysis (see Supplemental Appendix C). The overall pooled
proportion estimate of respondents’ support for different
policies was 76% (95% confidence interval [CI]=71-81),
with very high levels of between-study heterogeneity
(0=3296.03, p<.001, 2=99%) (see Figure 2).

Using subgroup analysis, possible explanations for
between-study variation were investigated when it was pos-
sible and meaningful to do so (see Table 1). Internet and
social network ban were the least supported policies (47%
[95% CI=27-68]), whereas severe policies such as life/long
prison and castration yielded considerable support (66%
[48-82]). Notification (85% [76-93]), registration (81%
[76-86]), and residence restrictions (80% [74—85]) yielded
similarly high levels of support, as well as controlling move-
ment using GPS (73% [59-84]). Additionally, similar levels
of support were found for community members (76% [70—
81]) and students (78% [68—86]) with higher levels for the
latter. Regarding familiarity of these community manage-
ment policies and awareness of the registry, more than half of
the residents were familiar (67% [54—78]) with high hetero-
geneity (0=753.75, p<.01, =98.5%) due to sample and
type of policy. Community residents (69% [56-81]) were
more familiar than students (53% [32—74]). When exploring
differences among policies, a high proportion of respondents
were aware of the registry (72% [54—87]) than familiar with
community management laws (63% [47-77]).

Despite respondents’ showing high levels of support
toward these policies, the belief on effectiveness or useful-
ness of these policies in reducing recidivism and protecting
children was lower. The overall pooled proportion estimate
was 61% [95% CI=55-66], with very high levels of between-
study heterogeneity (Q=1426.69, p<.01, ?=97%; see Table
1). Policies reported as more effective were movement con-
trolled by GPS (76% [64-87]), notification (75% [63—-85]),
and notification and registration (68% [62—74]). Registration



Sdnchez de Ribera et al. 1253

Studies Estimate (95% C.I.) Ev/Trt 3

|
Campbell & Newheiser 2019 0.691 (0.638, 0.742) 206/298 +l
Cain et al. 2017 0.910 (0.891, 0.928) 811/891 1 | 3
Chui et al. 2015 0.822 (0.766, 0.871) 166/202 :+
Comartin et al. 2009 0.900 (0.877, 0.921) 633/703 ! =
Comartin et al.a 2009 0.700 (0.665, 0.733) 492/703 ._._E
Comartin et al.b 2009 0.654 (0.619, 0.689) 460/703 - |
Comartin et al.c 2009 0.450 (0.413, 0.486) 316/703 - H
Harris & Socia 2016 0.740 (0.712, 0.767) 734/992 -I%
Harris & Socia a 2016 0.830 (0.806, 0.853) 822/990 H 8
Harris & Socia b 2016 0.580 (0.549, 0.610) 571/985 — '
Harris & Socia ¢ 2016 0.369 (0.340, 0.400) 365/988 - i
Jung etal. 2018 0.842 (0.764, 0.906) 85/101 —a
Jung etal. A 2018 0.736 (0.648, 0.815) 78/106 — -
Jung et al. B 2018 0.801 (0.756, 0.842) 261/326 —.—
Jung etal. C 2018 0.859 (0.818, 0.895) 267/311 i -
Jung etal. D 2018 0.842 (0.764, 0.906) 85/101 ———
Jung et al. E 2018 0.858 (0.786, 0.918) 91/106 [ TR
Jung et al. F 2018 0.859 (0.819, 0.894) 280/326 : ——
Jungetal. G 2018 0.859 (0.818, 0.895) 267/311 H— -
Kernsmith et al. 2009 0.840 (0.813, 0.866) 616/733 ' -
Kernsmith et al. A 2016 0.789 (0.759, 0.819) 555/703 [
Kernsmith et al. B 2016 0.450 (0.413, 0.486) 316/703 —— H
King 2019 0.879 (0.827, 0.923) 153/174 : —n—
King.a 2019 0.753 (0.686, 0.814) 131/174 —a—
King.b 2019 0.328 (0.260, 0.399) 57/174 —_— i
King.c 2019 0.649 (0.577, 0.718) 113/174 !
King.d 2019 0.701 (0.631, 0.767) 122/174 —
Klein & Cooper 2019 0.470 (0.437, 0.503) 412/877 -m- E
Klein & Cooper. A 2019 0.745 (0.715, 0.773) 653/877 =
Koon-Magninc 2015 0.915 (0.871, 0.950) 172/188 ; —-
Koon-Magnine 2015 0.846 (0.791, 0.894) 159/188 | —a—
Koon-Magnine a 2015 0.856 (0.803, 0.903) 161/188 e
Koon-Magnine b 2015 0.617 (0.547, 0.685) 116/188 PR — :
Koon-Magnine ¢ 2015 0.872 (0.821, 0.916) 164/188 . —a—
Koon-Magninc d 2015 0.888 (0.846, 0.925) 215/242 i —.—
Levenson et al. 2007 0.762 (0.699, 0.819) 147/193 —
Lieb & Nunlist 2008 0.980 (0.967, 0.989) 630/643 : -]
Mancini et al. 2010 0.820 (0.798, 0.840) 1072/1308 : E
Mears et al. 2008 0.760 (0.718, 0.799) 323/425 —.—
Mears et al.a 2008 0.920 (0.892, 0.944) 391/425 : -
Mears et al.b 2008 0.939 (0.914, 0.960) 399/425 . -
Mears et al.c 2008 0.459 (0.412, 0.506) 195/425 —.— ,
Phillips 1998 0.800 (0.759, 0.838) 320/400 L._
Riechl 2001 0.853 (0.781, 0.913) 93/109 | ——
Riechl a 2001 0.780 (0.685, 0.863) 64/82 _5.._
Taylor 2017 0.568 (0.491, 0.643) 92/162 —_— !
Zgoba & Cowan 2019 0.393 (0.314, 0.475) 55/140 — =

|
Overall (1*2=98.61 % , P< 0.001) 0.758 (0.707, 0.807) 14886/20528 <l>

|

r T I T T 1
0.26 0.56 0.36 117 147
Arcsine of Square Root Proportion

Figure 2. Forest plot of the overall prevalence of supporting these policies.

alone was not seen as effective by respondents (45% [28—
63]). All subgroups showed significantly high levels of het-
erogeneity except for castration, which 54% [47-61] of
respondents believed it was effective. However, this result is
based on only two studies, and therefore must be interpreted
with caution. Another source of variation across the studies
was the sample type, that is, community members believed
these policies were more effective (65% [59-70], =97%)
than students (46% [32-61], 2=96%).

The overall estimation for accessing the registry was low
for community members (36% [95% CI=29-43]) with sig-
nificantly high levels of heterogeneity (Q=154.66, p <.01,
P=97%). Overall, 63% [52-74] felt themselves, the family,
and the community were safer with the notification and reg-
istration with high heterogeneity between the studies
(0=848.231, p<.01, =98%). Both sample and policies
were significant factors of heterogeneity. Community mem-
bers (68% [54-80]) felt safer than students (55% [33-76]),
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Table 1. Pooled Proportions Estimates for Most Common Categories by Subgroups (Sample, Policies).

Familiarity With
Policy Support Effectiveness/ Policies/Registry ~ Registry
% [95% Cl], Utility % [95% Awareness %

Awareness/
Feeling Safer Concern of
(Themselves, Taken Collateral
Family, Preventive = Consequences
Access % Community) % Actions %  of Policies %

Sample and Policies Q Cl,Q 2 [95%CI], Q, I* [95% ClI], Q, I* [95% ClII, Q, I* [95% CI], Q, I* [95% CI], Q, I
Sample
Community members 76 [70,81], 65[59,70], 69 [56,81], 36[29,43], 68[54,80], 67][50,83], 36 [25, 48],
3255.64%,99 1083.87*% 97 685.84% 99  154.66% 97 560.03*% 98 1257.72%,99 299.75*% 98
Students 78 [68-86], 46 [32-61] 53 [32-74] — 55 [33-76] — 47 [31-63],
43.11%, 88 197.55%, 96 10.14%, 90 183.23%, 98 35.57%% 91.5
Policies
Notification 85 [76-93], 75 [63-85] — — 74 [56-89] 37 [20-54] 7[4-11],
321.72%%, 98  100.74**, 96 215.35%,97  1190.01% 99 NA
Registration 81 [76-86] 45 [28-63] 72 [54-87] — 58 [43-72] 60 [55-64] 43 [33-54],
142.62%*,92 505.01%% 98  234.31% 98 329.75%, 98 NA 240.41°**, 97
Notification and 56 [30-80] 68 [62-74] — — 60 [56—64] — 44 [34-54],
registration 206.20%%,99  69.93%% 91 NA NA
Residence restriction 80 [74-85] 60 [53-66] — — — — 40 [31-50],
275.58% 96  33.94% 88 NA
Notification, registration 69 [64-74] — — — 65 [55-74] — —
and residence restrictions NA NA
Movement control/GPS 73 [59-84] 76 [64-87] — — — — —
35.93%%,94  36.82** 94
Internet/social network 47 [27-68] — — — — — —
ban 88.79+*, 99
Life/long prison and 66 [48-82] — — — — — —
castration 569.01%% 99
Prison — 64[46-81] — — — — —
65.96%*, 97
Castration — 54 [47-61] — — — — —
1.99, 50
Supervision by parole/ — 74 [71-77] — — — — —
probation officers NA
Drastic: vigilantism, — 39 [3246] — — — — —
registration 0.005, 0
Overall 76 [71-81], 61 [55-66], 67 [54-78] 36 [29-43] 63 [52-74] 38 [23-55] 40 [30-50],
3299.90%% 99 1426.69*% 97 753.75% 98  154.66% 97 848.23* 98 1257.72%,99  353.65%% 97

Note. Fear was not included because only four studies reported data for meta-analysis. 95% Cl=95% confidence interval; NA =not applicable.

< .01, %p<.001.

and notification 74% [56-89] yielded a higher feeling of
safety than registration 58% [43—72].

Interestingly, a low percentage of residents took preven-
tive actions after accessing the registry or being notified that
a ICSO was living in their neighborhood (38% [95% CI=23—
55], 0=1257.72, p<.01, ?=99%). Additionally, the major-
ity of respondents were not fully aware or underestimated the
collateral consequences of different community management
policies for ICSO (40% [30-50], ©9=353.65, p<<.001,
2=97%). Significant differences were found for sample and
policy types. Students (47% [31-63]) were slightly more
aware of the negative consequences of registration than the
community members (36% [25-48]). Less than half of
respondents were aware or knew about the collateral

consequences of the registry (43% [33-54]). Finally, the
study’s publication year was not associated with the hetero-
geneity between the studies for any comparison.

Knowledge and Misconceptions About
Community Management Policies for ICSO

Twenty studies examined the level of knowledge that respon-
dents had about issues related to recidivism rates and type,
sexual offense rates, the offender—victim relationship,
offenders’ civil rights and risk, treatment efficacy, views on
policies even when there was no evidence, and information
source (see Supplemental Appendix D). Policy effectiveness
views and fairness perceptions were excluded because both
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were examined in the previous section (see Supplemental
Appendix C). Since there was no available validated mea-
sure of knowledge about ICSO (Manchak & Fisher, 2019),
studies generally used the statements of the CSOM or alter-
natively authors created their own measure, or a measure
developed by other authors. Although studies found moder-
ate levels of misinformation in general, it was difficult to
estimate the level of knowledge since studies were very het-
erogeneous in reporting respondents’ perceptions and knowl-
edge. Additionally, the mean total score for the Knowledge
Questionnaire instrument varied across the studies such as
Kernsmith et al.’s (2016; M=2.41 [SD=0.29]) and King’s
(2019; M=44.56 [SD=28.29]) studies.

Overall, a high proportion of respondents were concerned
that sex crime rates were rising, believed that ICSO have
high recidivism rates (such as 50% or more), and viewed
ICSO as more likely to reoffend than other types of crimi-
nals. Respondents seemed to have positive views on the
treatment for ICSO, but they had a lack of knowledge on the
level of risk as respondents typically suggested they would
place all ICSO on the registry. One noteworthy finding was
that generally well under half of respondents (30%) believed
that many sex offenses are committed by strangers.
Information about ICSO and policies is mainly obtained by
television, and most respondents believed that media exag-
gerated the level of risk of ICSO and the risk of becoming a
sexual abuse victim. Overall, half or more of the respondents
would support the laws even if research showed otherwise,
but 38% recognized that policymakers do what the public
want even though 58% stated that policymakers should rely
on the effectiveness of the laws. Other public misconcep-
tions held by most respondents were: more than 80% agreed
that one of the best ways to protect children from sexual
abuse was teaching children about stranger danger (King,
2019), registration and notification were constitutional and
did not violate ICSO privacy rights (Schiavone & Jeglic,
2009), and most registered ICSO were pedophiles or sexual
predators (Socia & Harris, 2016).

Factors Contributing to Attitudes and Perceptions
of Community Management Policies for ICSO

Findings in this review suggest that factors affecting atti-
tudes and perceptions of community management policies
for ICSO are complex, diverse, and influenced inconsistently
by a range of factors. Twenty-seven studies (out of 43, 63%)
explored the role of factors, which may influence behaviors,
misconceptions, and attitudes toward the policies for ICSO
in the community (see Supplemental Appendix E). Eleven
studies (41%) explored the correlation between variables,
whereas other studies examined the role of different vari-
ables such as predictors (k=21, 78%), moderators (k=2,
7%), and mediators (k=2, 7%).

Factors most commonly examined in the studies were
demographic such as sex (k=19, 70%), age (k=15, 55%),

race (k=14, 52%), education (k=15, 55%), income (k=10,
37%), living area (k=5, 18%), and marital status (k=9,
33%). Other variables were parental status (k=15, 55%),
political ideology (k=7, 26%), victimization (k=8, 30%),
fear (k=2, 7%), religion (k=3, 11%), neighborhood (k=3,
11%), and views and knowledge on ICSO and the policies
(k=11, 41%). The significant associations of these variables
across the studies are described below.

Sex. Twelve out of nineteen studies (63%) found a signifi-
cant association with sex. Sex was significantly associated
with knowing about the registry, the registry use, and taking
preventive actions (Anderson & Sample, 2008; Harris &
Cudmore, 2018). Additionally, sex of respondents (mainly
females) significantly predicted accessing the registry and
taking preventive actions including when the female offender
lived in the community (Anderson et al., 2009; Cain et al.,
2017). Being male was a predictor of agreeing with the state-
ment “sex crimes committed by females are less serious than
sex crimes committed by men” (Cain et al., 2017) and per-
ceived community notification policies and correctional ini-
tiatives as effective methods of reducing sexual abuse
(Koon-Magnin, 2015). Females had more positive views
about the success potential of GPS monitoring of ICSO (But-
ton et al., 2013), yielded higher levels of punitiveness (King,
2019), had increased risk perception of individuals registered
for sexual offenses (Socia & Harris, 2016), were more likely
to support Megan’s Law and were less likely to think that
ICSO could be rehabilitated (Redlich, 2001), were more
likely to get ICSO information from an alternative source
(other than the registry), and increased the odds of checking
the registry for safety reasons but decreased the odds of
checking the registry for personal interest and curiosity
(Sample et al., 2011). Finally, gender moderated attitudes
toward the social network ban, that is, females showed more
sensitivity to the “sex offender” label than males (Harris &
Socia, 2016). Conversely, men were more likely to endorse
more severe punishments for those accessing child sexual
abuse material (Mears et al., 2008) and were more likely to
report a lack of interest in accessing the registry (Sample
etal., 2011).

Age. Six out of fifteen studies (40%) found age was associ-
ated with different variables. An association was found
between age and knowing about and use of the registry (fre-
quently), feeling safer, perceived current laws to be fair, to be
less tolerant of a ICSO living in their neighborhood, and
believed the current disclosure schemes are useful in reducing
child sexual offenses (Anderson & Sample, 2008; Harris &
Cudmore, 2018; Zgoba & Cowan, 2020). Moreover, checking
the registry decreased with age and predicted both women
and male access (Anderson et al., 2009). Being younger than
50years old predicted taking preventive action if a female
committed sex offenses lived in the community but being
older than 50 predicted believing that female sex crimes are
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less serious than sex crimes committed by men (Cain et al.,
2017). Belonging to the 30 to 59 age group was a significant
predictor of using the registry, and the 19 to 59 age range
predicted the number of times accessing the registry (Harris
& Cudmore, 2018). Finally, age was a predictor of lack of
interest for not using the registry (Sample et al., 2011).

Race. Seven out of fourteen studies (50%) found that being
Caucasian correlated with knowing about the registry,
accessing the registry (Anderson & Sample, 2008; Harris &
Cudmore, 2018), perceiving current laws to be fair, and man-
datory treatment to be beneficial to reduce sexual abuse
(Zgoba & Cowan, 2020). Additionally, Caucasian respon-
dents were less likely to hold extremely positive views about
GPS monitoring (Button et al., 2013), disagree with the
statement “female sex crimes are less serious than sex crimes
committed by men” (Cain et al., 2017), more likely to use the
registry (Harris & Cudmore, 2018), support tougher sanc-
tions for those who access child sexual abuse material (Mears
et al., 2008), and get ICSO information from an alternative
source (Sample et al., 2011).

Education. Ten out of fifteen studies (67%) reported that edu-
cation correlated with knowing about and accessing the reg-
istry (Anderson & Sample, 2008). Moreover, less educated
respondents were less likely to check the registry and take
preventive action (Anderson et al., 2009), supported all com-
munity policies and more severe ones (Comartin et al., 2009),
and supported tougher sanctions for individuals who accessed
child sexual abuse material (Mears et al., 2008). Conversely,
higher education predicted extremely negative views about
GPS monitoring of ICSO (Button et al., 2013), taking pre-
ventive action if a female offender lived in the community,
(strongly) disagreed with the belief that female sex crimes
are less serious than sex crimes committed by males (Cain
et al.,, 2017), and decreased adherence to misconceptions
about sexual offenses (King, 2019). Those who received
some college education were more likely to report a lack of
interest in accessing the registry (Sample et al., 2011), and a
decrease in the risk perception of ICSO (Socia & Harris,
2016). Finally, misinformation was higher among those with
lower education (Kernsmith et al., 2016).

Income. Six out of ten studies (60%) showed that income
correlated with knowing about and accessing the registry,
feeling safer (Anderson & Sample, 2008), and negatively
correlated with supporting offender policies even severe
ones (i.e., life in prison and castration) (Comartin et al.,
2009). Additionally, those with higher income were less
likely to hold extremely positive views on GPS monitoring
of ICSO (Button et al., 2013) and more likely to report a lack
of interest in accessing the registry, to check the registry
because of personal interest and curiosity (Sample et al.,
2011), and to be aware of local ICSO living in the area
(Burchfield, 2012). Those with lower income were more

likely to support tougher sanctions for those who accessed
child sexual abuse material (Mears et al., 2008).

Living Area. Four out of five studies (80%) found that resid-
ing in an urban area correlated with accessing the registry
(Anderson & Sample, 2008; Harris & Cudmore, 2018), and
it was a predictor of accessing the registry (particularly for
women and men living in the city) and taking preventive
action by female respondents (Anderson et al., 2009). Those
living in rural areas (strongly) agreed with the statement
“female sex crimes are less serious than sex crimes commit-
ted by men” (Cain et al., 2017).

Marital Status. Five out of nine studies (55%) reported that
marital status correlated with knowing about, accessing, and
the number of times the registry was accessed (Anderson &
Sample, 2008; Harris & Cudmore, 2018). Additionally, being
married was a significant positive predictor of “neither agree
nor disagree” on the belief that female crimes are less serious
(Cain et al., 2017), and being more worried about a child
being sexually abused by a stranger (Craun & Theriot, 2009).
Moreover, those who were not married were slightly more
likely to say they do not know if they would take preventive
action (Cain et al., 2017), and those divorced/separated were
more likely to check the registry for safety reasons, but mar-
ried respondents were less likely to check the registry for
personal interest and curiosity (Sample et al., 2011).

Other Variables. Parental status was significant in 9 studies
(out of 15, 60%). Having children correlated with knowing
about and accessing the registry (several times), feeling safer
and taking preventive actions (Anderson & Sample, 2008;
Harris & Cudmore, 2018), supporting policies even the more
severe ones (i.e., life in prison and castration) (Comartin
et al., 2009), and perceiving current laws to be fair (Zgoba &
Cowan, 2020). Parents were more likely to support residence
restrictions (Mancini et al., 2010) even if they are ineffective
(Budd & Mancini, 2016), take preventive action if a female
who committed sex offenses lived in community (Cain et al.,
2017), and had greater fear (Manchak & Fisher, 2019).

Political ideology was examined in seven studies, but five
studies (71%) found significant associations with using the
registry and using it frequently (more than five times) (Harris
& Cudmore, 2018). Moreover, being conservative predicted
greater support of policies not based on evidence (Campbell
& Newheiser, 2019), checking the registry frequently (Harris
& Cudmore, 2018), and higher estimates of risk of individu-
als registered for sexual offenses (Socia & Harris, 2016).
Finally, conservative beliefs moderated the relationship
between knowledge and attitudes (Rosselli & Jeglic, 2017).
Liberals perceived the registry as useful to police but unhelp-
ful for offenders or in reducing nonsexual offenses. In addi-
tion, liberals were against residence restrictions for ICSO
and were more accurate on their knowledge of who should
be eligible for the registry (Jung et al., 2018).
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Victimization was included in eight studies, and four stud-
ies (50%) reported that being victim of property crime had
greater odds of holding extremely negative views about GPS
monitoring of ICSO (Button et al., 2013), being victim of
violent crime, and worrying of victimization increased the
odds of misperception of ICSO risk (Craun & Theriot, 2009).
However, neither direct nor indirect victimization had an
effect on punitiveness or misconceptions of ICSO (King,
2019). Finally, victimization (especially female and older)
was significantly related to fear but not for supporting com-
munity notification or severe sanctions in the mediation
model (Kernsmith et al., 2016). One noteworthy finding was
that victims of sexual abuse not only were more likely to
have positive attitudes toward ICSO than nonvictims but
also reported lower levels of support for registration and
notification laws as compared with nonvictims (Spoo et al.,
2018).

Fear was examined in two studies, and both found higher
fear of ICSO significantly correlated with supporting ICSO
policies even severe ones (Comartin et al., 2009; Kernsmith
et al., 2016). Moreover, those with higher fear were more
likely to support these policies (Comartin et al., 2009).

Religion was examined in three studies, and two studies
(67%) found a significant association. Religion was signifi-
cantly associated with using the registry more than five times
(Harris & Cudmore, 2018). Additionally, Catholics were
more likely to support residence restrictions even if ineffec-
tive (Budd & Mancini, 2016).

Neighborhood characteristics were included in three
studies, and all found significant relationships with some
characteristics. For instance, respondents who lived in neigh-
borhoods with greater amounts of social capital, and with a
higher rate of registered ICSO predicted extremely negative
views about GPS monitoring of ICSO. Conversely, respon-
dents living in neighborhoods with greater proportions of
vulnerable populations and lower levels of incivility had
greater odds of holding extremely positive views on GPS
monitoring (Button et al., 2013). Higher awareness of ICSO
in the neighborhood predicted higher misperception of ICSO
risk (Craun & Theriot, 2009), but knowledge of community
crime, number of address changes made by the offender,
number of offenders within 0.1 mile of the respondent, and
Hispanic immigrants predicted awareness of registered ICSO
in the neighborhood (Craun, 2010). An increased perception
of local informal social control (i.e., residents willing to
intervene in local problems) decreased the likelihood of
awareness of local ICSO, and residents who had lived in the
neighborhood for a shorter length of time and who perceived
informal social control were more likely to perceive their
neighbors as likely to report a local ICSO (Burchfield, 2012).

Perceptions, knowledge, and attitudes toward ICSO and
policies were examined across 11 studies, which found the
following: greater misconceptions (i.e., stranger danger, sex
offense rates are up, almost all recidivate, treatment is a
waste, and the registry is effective) predicted supporting

residence restrictions even it is ineffective (Budd & Mancini,
2016), punitiveness (King, 2019), reduced concern about
unintended effects of the registry (i.e., harassment) (Mancini,
2014), increased risk perception of individuals registered for
sexual offenses (Socia & Harris, 2016), and supported com-
munity notification and severe sanctions (Kernsmith et al.,
2016). Other beliefs, such as research, would not change an
individual’s views about the registry and notification and
supporting increased funding for the registry predicted
increased risk perception (Socia & Harris, 2016). Those with
higher knowledge of ICSO were less likely to support com-
munity notification and residence restriction laws (Spoo
et al., 2018). Additionally, residents who are familiar with
ICSO laws, who generally think ICSO deserve the laws, and
those with higher income were more likely to be aware of the
presence of local ICSO, whereas residents who believe that
ICSO should keep their status a secret were more likely to
perceive their neighbors as likely to report a local ICSO
(Burchfield, 2012). Likewise, residents “very familiar” with
Megan’s law, who had knowledge of community crime, the
number of address changes made by an offender, and the
number of offenders within 0.1 mile of the respondent, were
more likely to be aware of registered ICSO in the neighbor-
hood (Craun, 2010). Finally, negative attitudes toward ICSO
correlated with higher support for the registry, and the more
people believe good things happen to good people, the more
they believed that the registry protected the public and pre-
vented sexual and nonsexual offenses (Jung et al., 2018).
Greater support for ICSO policies was associated with more
social distancing, higher perception of offenders’ riskiness,
oftender criminal history, and victim age (Manchak & Fisher,
2019).

Discussion

Public policies are often strongly influenced by public opin-
ions (Burstein, 2003; CSOM, 2010). Public opinions, there-
fore, can have significant implications on policymaker
decisions (Levenson et al., 2007). It is vital to understand
public perceptions of ICSO policies to inform the design—
and promotion—of alternative strategies, along with inform-
ing rehabilitation and reintegration interventions. In turn, the
current systematic review and meta-analysis set out to syn-
thesize the evidence on the publics’ perceptions toward ICSO
community management policies, examined whether the
public hold misconceptions about these laws, and identify
what factors impact on these attitudes. However, these results
must be interpreted with caution given the low quality of the
quantitative studies included. In this section, the findings are
discussed as posited in the “Methods” section.

Meta-Analysis

Overall, findings indicated significantly high heterogeneity
across the studies measuring different attitudes and
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perceptions. This is consistent with previous studies that
have found substantial variation in public opinion (see
Mancini, 2014) along with inconsistency in the measure-
ment of attitudes toward ICSO (Harper et al., 2017).
Findings from the meta-analysis indicate that respondents
showed high levels of support toward these policies, par-
ticularly notification, registration, residence restrictions,
and controlling movement using GPS. Even the more
severe policies, such as chemical castration and life/long
prison, had a considerable support. While findings indi-
cated the public support such as policies, it was interesting
to find that they had less belief in the effectiveness of these
policies in reducing recidivism and protecting children.
This suggests the public could be receptive of alternative
options as levels of support for the policies are not on par
with their perceived effectiveness. If policymakers intro-
duce alternative methods, for example, the Circles of
Support and Accountability program (Clarke et al., 2017),
education on the effectiveness would be required, poten-
tially eliciting support. Also providing evidence on the
effectiveness could assist in allaying fear among the public
on the new policy (Clarke et al., 2017). One idea for educat-
ing the public on new policies (and even current policies) is
to provide the public with a cost—benefit analysis, outlining
both the tangible and intangible costs to ensure they feel
well-informed about the policy and can take any appropri-
ate action should they wish to.

Perceptions of the most effective policy was GPS, followed
by notification. Registration alone was not perceived to be
effective. Perhaps this is the reason why most did not access
the registry or took preventive action even after accessing the
registry. It was not surprising to find that perceptions of safety
(for themselves, the family, and the community) were similar
to perceptions of effectiveness. The majority of respondents
were also not fully aware or underestimated the collateral con-
sequences of these laws. This finding is problematic when evi-
dence shows registered ICSO are harassed in person, by phone
and mail and physically assaulted, and afraid of their own
safety (see Mancini, 2014). Further to these findings, the cur-
rent study found new sources of variability such as sample
type; compared with students, community members were
more familiar with the policies, believed the policies were
more effective, and were slightly less aware of the negative
consequences of registration. Future research into potential
sources of variability on public perceptions of these policies is
required. Doing so might lead to a revaluation and modifica-
tion of how such policies are promoted, including the potential
of a more tailored approach when educating the public (e.g.,
community members vs. college campuses).

Of concern was the low quality of quantitative studies, par-
ticularly that none of these studies reached the minimum thresh-
old as defined by the Q-SSP. One explanation might be the
problematic conceptualization and operationalization of the key
construct. Attitudes are individual evaluative dispositions that

have a complex structure that involves beliefs, emotions, and
behavioral responses (Ajzen & Fishbein, 2005, Hamilton &
Johnson, 2020). Research that examines attitudes toward indi-
viduals who sexually offend generally has inconsistent mea-
surements with scales that do not include these three key
components. They are also more likely to focus on perceptions
or stereotypical views rather than an evaluation of the topic
(Harper et al., 2017). Moreover, many measures in the literature
have been inadequately validated, show an inconsistent factor
structure, or are based on nonstandardized and nonvalidated
measures (Harper et al., 2017; Shackley et al., 2014).

Although information about citizens’ stereotypes and
knowledge about sex offender policies is useful, the chal-
lenge for future studies is to consistently implement vali-
dated and comprehensive scales of attitudes like the Attitudes
to Sexual Offenders (ATS) (and its short version ATS-21)
and the Perceptions of Sex Offenders (Harper & Hogue,
2015; Harper et al., 2017). Harper et al. also suggest the
inclusion of indirect assessment procedures, for example, the
Single Target Implicit Association Test to overcome frequent
problems of direct self-report assessments (e.g., social desir-
ability) (Harper & Bartels, 2016; Harper et al., 2017).
However, the application of indirect assessments must also
be carefully implemented given its quality as a psychological
tool has also been criticized for its reliability and validity in
other areas of research such as racial prejudice (Blanton
et al., 2009; Mitchell & Tetlock, 2017).

A second explanation for the low quality of studies is that
the overall quality of the reviewed studies might have been
underrated. As previously stated, the Q-SSP uses several
responses. The response “not stated clearly” penalized stud-
ies with the same score (0) as those studies reviewed as not
applying the criteria (“No”) in 13/20 items. The “not stated
clearly” response was applied when the research provided
“limited or unclear information” (Protogerou & Hagger,
2019) rather than the authors not applying the criteria.
Limited information might also be related to journal publica-
tion guidelines (i.e., word limit, conflict of interests declara-
tion not demanded, etc.) rather than the authors’ omissions.
In the current results, almost 20% of responses were coded
“not stated clearly.”

A final explanation for the low quality of studies might
also reflect the different methodological practices within
psychology and criminology. Although the Q-SSP is devel-
oped by psychologists, several of the studies reviewed in this
research were conducted by criminologists and submitted to
criminological or nonpsychological journals (Criminal
Justice Policy Review, Police Practice and Research,
Journal of Sociology and Welfare, etc.). Arguably, the stan-
dards regarding methodological quality (e.g., justification of
sample, the validity of instruments, methods to deal with
attrition, debriefing of participants, etc.) and its reporting
might be different and/or not institutionalized as common
practice.
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Knowledge and Misconceptions About
Community Management Policies for ICSO

Well, under half of the respondents did not believe the myth
that many sex offenses are committed by strangers. This was
a positive finding, particularly when community notification
and registration policies are based on the belief that these
crimes are committed by strangers (Winick, 2003).
Respondents also seemed to have positive views on the treat-
ment for ICSO, consistent with the literature on treatment.
For example, McKillop et al. (2022) found ICSO who com-
pleted preparatory programs, rehabilitation programs, and
reintegration programs were less likely to reoffend compared
with those offenders who partially completed or did not com-
plete programs, when controlling for various factors such as
risk and age. It was also pleasing to find that respondents
acknowledged that the media exaggerated the level of risk of
ICSO and the risk of becoming a sexual abuse victim. This is
important when myths about ICSO can be perpetuated by the
media (Zatkin et al., 2021). In fact, Zatkin et al. (2021) warn
of the cyclical relationship, in which the media perpetuates
myths, with policy being driven by myths, and then policy
leading to media reporting. However, results from the cur-
rent meta-analysis highlight that the public believe policy-
makers should more so rely on the effectiveness of the laws
rather than what the public wants. These findings suggest
policymakers can place less emphasis on citizens’ wants (and
possible misconceptions) with a stronger focus on evidence-
based policies.

Aside from these findings, there appeared to be several
prevalent misconceptions and lacking knowledge. For exam-
ple, despite respondents acknowledging most offenders were
not strangers, it was contradictory to find that most agreed
that one of the best ways to protect children from sexual abuse
was teaching children about stranger danger (King, 2019).
Findings also revealed misconceptions such as the increase of
sex crime rates, most registered ICSO were pedophiles or
sexual predators, and high recidivism rates among ICSO.
However, evidence shows that levels of reoffending in fol-
low-up periods of 5 to 15years is roughly 15% to 30%
(Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 2005). Additionally, respon-
dents believed that registration and notification were constitu-
tional, and they had a lack of knowledge on the level of risk
and typically suggested they would place all ICSO on the reg-
istry. Interestingly, half or more respondents suggested they
supported the laws even if research showed otherwise. Given
misconceptions held by the public, these findings suggest fur-
ther education among the public is required. Education could
be guided by both lawmakers and researchers (Koon-Magnin,
2015; Sample et al., 2011) and precede the implementation of
evidence-based legislation (Koon-Magnin, 2015). As afore-
mentioned, adopting a more tailored and targeted approach
when educating the public could be beneficial, which particu-
larly considers some of the following factors.

Factors Contributing to Attitudes and Perceptions
of Community Management Policies for ICSO

A variety of factors were found to be associated with percep-
tions of the policies: sex, age, race, education, income, living
area, and marital status. Other variables, which were less
commonly examined in the studies, included parental status,
political ideology, victimization, fear, religion, neighbor-
hood, and views and knowledge on ICSO and the policies.
The findings suggest factors contributing to perceptions of
community management policies for ICSOs are complex and
diverse. Key findings suggest that being female, Caucasian,
less educated, of lower income, having children, having
higher fear, and holding greater misconceptions were related
to higher levels of punitiveness, perceived current laws to be
fair, or supported all policies, including the more severe
ones. These findings, broadly, could be explained by the
social vulnerability perspective. Although this theoretical
framework is often applied in the geographical field, there is
merit in exploring its application in the current context. This
perspective suggests an individual’s potential exposure to
risk and recovery success is shaped by a convergence of eco-
nomic, social, and political factors (Wisner et al., 2004). In
this instance, individuals who may, for example, be lacking
resources or have children might perceive greater vulnerabil-
ity and risk, thus have more fear of ICSOs and support
around punitiveness.

Other key findings include being female, Caucasian,
belonging to the 30 to 59 years age group, having higher edu-
cation, having lower income, residing in an urban area, being
divorced/separated, having children, and being conservative
were more likely to use the registry, and often were more
likely to know about the registry. Other key findings include
being male, Caucasian, having higher education, having
higher income, and being the victim of property crime were
associated with more negative views about GPS monitoring
of ICSO. Being male, having some college education, not
being conservative, not being the victim of violent crime,
having less awareness of ICSO in the neighborhood (neigh-
borhood characteristics), and holding less misconceptions
were associated with lower risk perceptions of ICSO. Finally,
being female (including residing in an urban area), having
higher education, and having children were associated with
taking preventive action. It was particularly interesting to
find that, overall, despite being female was associated with
higher levels of punitiveness, more likely to know about and
use the registry, higher levels of risk perceptions, and higher
levels of taking preventive action, being male was a predic-
tor of perceiving community notification policies and cor-
rectional initiatives as effective methods of reducing sexual
abuse. This finding suggests that although females are more
engaged with the community management policies, they
may be more skeptical of them. Further research is required
to unpack this gendered difference.
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Another particularly noteworthy finding was that victims
of sexual abuse were more likely to have positive attitudes
toward ICSO and reported lower levels of support for regis-
tration and notification as compared with nonvictims. Spoo
et al. (2018) argued that one possible explanation is the
nature of the victim’s relationship to the perpetrator. As vic-
tims are often related to or acquainted with the perpetrator,
these victims have a more nuanced relationship with the per-
petrator compared with nonvictims who may rely on media
portrayals of monsters (Spoo et al., 2018). In addition, com-
pared with nonvictims, victims may have seen the collateral
consequences of the laws firsthand on the people they are
acquainted with or related to, which could explain the lower
levels of support for the policies. Finally, although most
studies focused on predictors and correlations, only two
studies explored mediators and two studies examined mod-
erators. Future research could focus on the role of mediators
and moderators, and the complex interactions, to both better
understand the influence of the perceptions and to test the
aforementioned social vulnerability perspective.

The current study utilized studies that included diversity
across sex, age, race, education, income, living area, marital
status, and other variables. Although it is important that the
researchers had diversity in these samples, they acknowledge
that specific findings are not applicable to all due to the
uniqueness of individuals and groups. In addition, it is cru-
cial to note that only a few studies explored race, and of these
studies, race what typically treated as a dichotomous variable
(e.g., 1 =Caucasian and 0=non-White/other/multiple racial/
ethnic groups). It is important that future research explores
more diverse perspectives in relation to race, particularly
when research has found that maintaining racial variation
(e.g., “Black,” “Hawaiian,” and “Hispanic”) can result in
trends that are not uncovered when groups are collapsed into
only one “non-White” category (Shaw & Lee, 2019). Shaw
and Lee (2019) recommended that being thoughtful in decid-
ing how to examine race and argue, it is likely to lead to a
greater understanding and more nuanced findings.

Limitations

Some limitations to this review need to be considered. First,
there is an important gap in the literature examining the
views of the public toward community management laws in
other countries. Despite this review including studies from
different countries, a large proportion of studies came from
the United States. One reason for this finding might be the
cultural interest in the management of ICSO, with these poli-
cies becoming very popular throughout the United States
(Socia, 2012) and the proliferation of policies that the United
States saw since the 1990s (Terry, 2015). Due to most of the
studies coming from the United States, the findings need to
be interpreted with caution and cannot be generalized to
other countries (especially to those countries where the reg-
ister is not open to the public). Second, this review focused

mainly on the notification and register polices; there were a
limited number of studies on other policies such as residence
restrictions, GPS, and castration.

A third limitation was that the studies used a cross-sec-
tional design, so the authors could not evaluate whether the
perceptions varied over time. Although research suggests
attitudes toward these policies are dynamic over time (Mears
et al., 2008; see also Harper et al., 2017), future studies
should explore this change and the possible factors affecting
this change. Finally, the studies did not meet the score for
acceptable quality. Low quality might be, in part, associated
with the underrating of studies with information that is not
clearly reported. There is a need to improve the reporting of
some methodological aspects in the measurement of atti-
tudes toward community management of policies for ICSO.
The quality of studies included in systematic reviews and
meta-analyses is crucial in the design and implementation of
evidence-based policies. To avoid using misleading informa-
tion, it is key to include a standardized checklist to better
understand the quality of studies, and which specific domains
need more improvement. One crucial step is to improve the
quality and transparency of studies, providing more valid
and useful information for policymakers.

Conclusion

Despite limitations associated with the low quality of stud-
ies, the present study adds to the existing literature by pro-
viding a systematic review and meta-analysis of the evidence
on the publics’ perceptions and attitudes of community man-
agement policies for ICSO, along with whether the public
hold misconceptions about these laws, and the factors that
may impact these perceptions. This review provides compre-
hensive evidence that these policies are supported by the
community, despite their lesser belief on the effectiveness of
these policies in reducing recidivism and protecting children.
The public perceived notification as more effective than reg-
istration and, similarly, notification resulted in higher feel-
ings of safety than registration. The findings on perceived
effectiveness and safety concerning the registry likely
explain why, overall, the public neither used the registry nor
took preventive actions from it. Moreover, a moderate level
of misconceptions was reported. It was, however, pleasing to
find that respondents acknowledged that few sex offenses are
committed by strangers, along with the role of the media in
exaggerating the level of risk, and held positive views of how
beneficial treatment is for ICSO. However, misconceptions
were still evident (e.g., high recidivism rates and most regis-
tered ICSO are pedophiles or sexual predators). Finally, there
were key differences in perceptions across factors including
sex, age, race, education, income, living area, and marital
status, highlighting the complexity and diversity of factors
associated with perceptions. Future research should explore
the role of mediators and moderators, and the complex inter-
actions, to better understand the phenomenon. Such findings
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could assist with the revaluation and modification of how
policies are promoted. Education for the pubic, including a
cost—benefit analysis, needs to precede the implementation
of any evidence-based legislation, and could involve a more
tailored and targeted approach that draws from the diverse
factors discussed in the current study.

Summary: Critical Findings

e Respondents showed high levels of support toward these
policies, particularly notification, registration, residence
restrictions, and controlling movement using GPS.

e Despite this support, the public had less belief in the
effectiveness of these policies in reducing recidivism and
protecting children.

e Perceptions of safety (for themselves, the family, and the
community) were similar to their perceptions of effectiveness.

e Most respondents were not fully aware or underestimated
the collateral consequences of these laws.

e Although there were some clear advancements in the publics’
misconceptions, there appeared to still be several prevalent
misconceptions and lacking knowledge.

e The factors associated with perceptions of community
management policies for ICSO are complex and diverse.

e These factors included sex, age, race, education, income,
living area, and marital status. Other variables, that were less
commonly examined in the studies, included parental status,
political ideology, victimization, fear, religion, neighborhood,
and views and knowledge on ICSO and the policies.

Summary: Implications of the Review for Practice, Policy, and
Research

e Findings suggest policymakers can place less emphasis on
citizens’ wants (and possible misconceptions) with a stronger
focus on evidence-based policies.

e If policymakers introduce alternative policies, the public will
require education on the effectiveness, which may also lead
to greater support and a reduction in fear. A cost—benefit
analysis, outlining both the tangible and intangible costs is
suggested.

e Further research into potential sources of variability on public
perceptions of these policies is required, potentially resulting
in the revaluation and modification of how such policies are
promoted, including the potential of a more tailored approach
when educating the public.

e The social vulnerability perspective might explain how some
of the demographic factors affect the public’s attitudes.

e Future research could explore the role of mediators and
moderators, and the complex interactions, to both better
understand the influence of the perceptions and to test the
social vulnerability perspective.
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Notes

1. Similar to Christensen et al. (2021), the authors selected
the commencing year as 1994 because this was when the
U.S. Congress passed the Jacob Wetterling Crimes Against
Children and Sexually Violent Offender Registration Act.

2. Four studies were excluded (Beshears, 2017; Campbell &
Newheiser, 2019; Koon-Magnin, 2015; Manchak & Fisher,
2019) because the focus was on the random assignment of
items or even questionnaires in different geographical areas
and the measurement of perceptions and the survey was a sec-
ondary aspect of the study.
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