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Offenders Incarcerated 
for Crimes Against 
Juveniles

David Finkelhor and Richard Ormrod

The Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) is committed to

improving the justice system’s response to crimes against children. OJJDP recognizes

that children are at increased risk for crime victimization. Not only are children the vic-

tims of many of the same crimes that victimize adults, they are subject to other crimes,

like child abuse and neglect, that are specific to childhood. The impact of these crimes

on young victims can be devastating, and the violent or sexual victimization of children

can often lead to an intergenerational cycle of violence and abuse. The purpose of

OJJDP’s Crimes Against Children Series is to improve and expand the Nation’s efforts

to better serve child victims by presenting the latest information about child victimization,

including analyses of crime victimization statistics, studies of child victims and their spe-

cial needs, and descriptions of programs and approaches that address these needs. 

In the past two decades, media coverage
of crimes committed against juveniles has
grown substantially. This publicity has led
to an increase in local and national efforts
to report, arrest, prosecute, and incarcer-
ate those who commit these crimes. By
1997, these offenders (hereafter called
“offenders against juveniles”) made up
more than one-fifth of all prisoners incar-
cerated for violent crimes in State prisons
in the United States.

Offenders against juveniles pose dis-
tinct challenges for the criminal justice
system—both because of the vulnerable
nature of their victims and because of
society’s sometimes highly charged reac-
tion to their crimes. More information
about these offenders who have been
successfully prosecuted and incarcerated
would give criminal justice policymakers

specific insights about how to better han-
dle these types of crimes.

This Bulletin uses data from the 1997 Sur-
vey of Inmates in State Correctional Facil-
ities1 (and a similar survey conducted in
1991; see Beck, 1993) to examine the char-
acteristics of persons incarcerated for vic-
timizing children and youth. The study’s
major findings include the following:

◆ Most offenders incarcerated for crimes
against juveniles (65 percent) were sex

A Message From OJJDP

Public concerns arising from crimes
committed against juveniles have led
to increased efforts to report, arrest,
convict, and imprison those who
prey on youth. As a result of such
enhanced activities, 1 in 5 prisoners
incarcerated in State prisons for vio-
lent crime in 1997 was an offender
who had victimized a youth.

Drawing on data from the 1997 Sur-
vey of Inmates in State Correctional
Facilities and from an earlier 1991
survey, this Bulletin describes the
characteristics of violent adult of-
fenders who victimize juveniles and
the nature of their offenses.

Trends in the population of offenders
against juveniles are analyzed, and
the sentences received by such crimi-
nals are reviewed. Between 1991 and
1997, the proportion of offenders con-
fined for violent crimes whose victims
were youth increased from 19 to 22
percent.

Significant differences exist between
offenders incarcerated for crimes
committed against juveniles and
those imprisoned for crimes against
adults. For example, although only
7 percent of incarcerated offenders
against adults were sex offenders,
nearly two thirds (65 percent) of the
incarcerated offenders against juve-
niles were sex offenders.

Such distinctions are explored in
these pages in the hope that the in-
formation provided herein may make
a difference in protecting youth from
criminal predation.

U.S. Department of Justice

Office of Justice Programs

Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention 

December 2001

1 U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice

Statistics and Federal Bureau of Prisons, 2000. An

identical survey conducted in Federal correctional

facilities found a smaller percentage of offenders

against juveniles (8 percent of all violent offenders)

than in State facilities. Because the small number of

offenders against juveniles surveyed in Federal facili-

ties did not produce statistically reliable information,

that survey is not included in this Bulletin.
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The Prison Inmate Population

Inmates within the State prison population do not represent all offenders against
juveniles, nor have they committed the typical mix of crimes against juveniles that
occur within a given period. State inmates represent a population that has been
convicted of only the most serious offenses—those considered grave enough to
warrant at least a year or more of imprisonment. Many offenders convicted of
lesser offenses do not enter the State prison population. Instead, they may serve
shorter sentences in local jails, be released on probation, or receive suspended
sentences. Additionally, State prison populations do not include juvenile offenders
placed in juvenile correctional facilities or Federal prison inmates (see footnote 1
on page 1).

Most violent offenders in State prisons in 1997 were incarcerated for homicide,
robbery, assault, and sexual assault (29 percent, 27 percent, 21 percent, and 19
percent, respectively, for those inmates who provided information on victims’ ages).
However, not all violent offenders are sent to prison. For example, even though
incarceration rates are not systematically available, studies of sexual offenders
against children have shown that an average of only 53 percent of convicted
offenders actually serve prison time, with the range extending from 44 to 78
percent (Chapman and Smith, 1987; Cheit, 1997; Cross, 1995; Goodman et al.,
1992; Smith and Saunders, 1994).

Furthermore, inmates continually enter and leave the State prison system as they
are convicted and sentenced, serve time, and get released. Some, however, stay
longer than others. Because inmates with longer sentences (including life sen-
tences) accumulate in prison over time, the State prison population at any given
moment does not represent a typical year’s convictions or sentences. For exam-
ple, the relatively large number of inmates confined in State prisons in 1997 for
homicide (29 percent of all violent offenders) reflects the longer and more severe
sentences typically given for that crime rather than a high frequency of occur-
rence. It is important to remember that the offender population described in this
Bulletin is simply a cross-section of inmates found in State prisons in 1997 and
not a summary of all offenders who committed crimes during that year.1

1 An analysis of crimes that were committed against juveniles in a single year (1997), reported to po-

lice, and recorded in the National Incident-Based Reporting System, has been published in an earlier

Bulletin of the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (Finkelhor and Ormrod, 2000).

◆ Between 1991 and 1997, the proportion
of all incarcerated violent offenders
who were offenders against juveniles
increased from 19 to 22 percent. The
largest increase among offenders
against juveniles was for homicide
offenders (especially those with
teenage victims).

◆ There was no evidence that offenders
who commit crimes against preado-
lescent children received lighter sen-
tences than other offenders.

◆ Sentences for offenders against teen-
age victims were less severe than for
other offenders, even after the major
factors that influence sentence length
(e.g., crime seriousness and recidi-
vism) had been controlled for. This
leniency may reflect a stereotypical
view that teen victims are, in part, re-
sponsible for their own victimization.

offenders, whereas only a small por-
tion (7 percent) of incarcerated offend-
ers against adults were sex offenders.

◆ Most offenders incarcerated for crimes
against juveniles had victimized some-
one in their family or household (48
percent) or an acquaintance (38 per-
cent), whereas the majority of offend-
ers against adults had victimized a
stranger (54 percent).

◆ The majority of offenders incarcerated
for crimes against juveniles were white
(64 percent), were over 30 years old
(51 percent), and had been married
(56 percent); the majority of offenders
against adults were nonwhite (59 per-
cent), were under 30 (66 percent), and
had never been married (60 percent).

◆ Offenders incarcerated for crimes
against juveniles, particularly those who
victimized children age 12 or younger,
were more likely to have been physical-
ly or sexually abused as children.

Survey of Inmates in
State Correctional
Facilities
The 1997 Survey of Inmates in State Cor-
rectional Facilities is the most recent of a
number of similar surveys conducted by
the U.S. Census Bureau for the Bureau of
Justice Statistics in 1974, 1979, 1986, and
1991. These surveys were designed to
provide nationally representative data
on all inmates held in State prisons.

The survey relied on personal interviews
with inmates to collect information about
their current offenses and sentences,
criminal histories, family backgrounds
and personal characteristics, prior drug
and alcohol use and treatment, and pris-
on conditions. Inmates serving time for
violent crimes were also asked to pro-
vide information about their victims.2 For
example, inmates were questioned about
victim number, age, ethnicity, race, gen-
der, injury, and relationship to offender.
The data produced rely on inmates’ mem-
ory and truthfulness. Information gath-
ered was not separately verified against
other records because, for much of the
data, no corresponding official records
were available. However, several meas-
ures were taken to improve survey re-
liability, including one-on-one interviews
(interviewer and respondent only), a
confidential setting, and cross-checks
for internal consistency made during
data collection.

In this Bulletin, differences among in-
mates are reported only for violent of-
fenders who revealed their victims’ ages.
These inmates accounted for 89 percent
of all violent crime offenders identified by
the survey in 1997.

The sample design for the survey pro-
duces information that is representative
of the national population of State prison
inmates.3 Estimates of inmate numbers
and percentages were calculated using
sampling weights provided with the data.

2 The inmate survey considered the following types of

offenses to be violent crimes: murder, manslaughter,

kidnapping, rape, other sexual offenses, robbery, and

assault. Some crimes not classified as violent by the

Uniform Crime Reporting Program but which involve

the victimization of individuals (e.g., blackmail, statu-

tory rape, reckless endangerment, child endanger-

ment, and lewdness with a child) were also included

in the survey’s violent crime group. 
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Characteristics of
Violent Offenders
Against Juveniles
In 1997, offenders against juveniles made
up 22 percent of prisoners incarcerated
in State prisons for violent crimes. The vic-
tims of these offenders were evenly divided
between children age 12 or younger (11
percent of offenders) and teens ages 13 to
17 (11 percent of offenders) (figure 1). The
distribution of offenders against juveniles,
however, was not uniform by offense type;
instead, offenders against juveniles ac-
counted for a large majority of the incar-
cerated sex offenders (71 percent) and a
rather small minority of the assault (13
percent), homicide (10 percent), and rob-
bery (4 percent) offenders.4

In other words, most incarcerated offend-
ers against children (72 percent) and

The way in which information was gath-
ered for the Survey of Inmates in State
Correctional Facilities varied, depend-
ing on whether offenses were commit-
ted against single or multiple victims.
Multiple-victim offenders were asked a
set of questions aimed at characteriz-
ing a group of victims rather than gath-
ering details about each one. For ex-
ample, whereas a single-victim offender
was asked to place that victim in a spe-
cific age group (e.g., 12 or younger),
multiple-victim offenders were asked
only the age of the youngest and oldest
victims to characterize the overall set of
victims. Similar protocols were followed
to ascertain variations in gender, race,
ethnicity, relationship to offender, and
injury in multiple-victim incidents. This
method allowed multiple-victim inci-
dents to be recorded in a variety of
ways (depending on the characteristic
of particular interest), but it did not
permit each victim to be individually

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Victim age 18+Victim age 13–17Victim age 12 or younger

Percentage

Robbery
(n=116,780)

Homicide
(n=128,205)

Assault
(n=91,000)

Kidnapping
(n=11,294)

Rape or
sexual assault

(n=84,807)

All violent
crimes

(n=436,028)

13 96

4 6 90

6 7 87

13 14 73

39 32 29

11 11 78

Figure 1: Violent Offenders in State Prisons, by Type of Offense and
Age of Victims, 1997

Note: The total number of violent crimes is greater than the sum of the crimes shown because
a small number of offenders convicted of nonviolent crimes, such as statutory rape, also
answered questions about victims.

Source: 1997 Survey of Inmates in State Correctional Facilities, U.S. Department of Justice,
Bureau of Justice Statistics and Federal Bureau of Prisons.

described. For example, incidents with
“any female victim” can be distinguished
from those with “no female victims,” and
incidents with “any nonwhite or Hispanic
victim” or “all minority victims” can be
distinguished from those with “no minor-
ity victims.”

This Bulletin identifies offenders against
juveniles by following the method used by
Bureau of Justice Statistics researchers
in their analysis of the 1991 State Inmate
Survey (Greenfeld, 1996). Single-victim
offenders were considered offenders
against juveniles if their victims fit into
either the “12 or younger” or the “13 to
17” age categories. Multiple-victim offend-
ers were considered offenders against
juveniles if any of their victims fit into
either of these categories. Inmates who
had targeted only adults (individuals age
18 or older) were considered offenders
against adults.

To compare offenders against child
victims (age 12 or younger) with of-
fenders against teen victims (ages
13–17) for multiple-victim incidents,
the following definitions were estab-
lished: child victimizers were those
who offended against any child, teen
victimizers were those who offended
against any teen but no child, and
adult victimizers were those who
offended only against adults. Of
course, designating single-victim in-
cidents was straightforward, in that
only one victim was used to desig-
nate offender status.

Some comparisons made in this Bulle-
tin required greater specificity of victim
characteristics (e.g., individual injury or
relationship to offender). These com-
parisons were based only on single-
victim offenders (see figures 6 and 7
on page 7). About three-quarters of
all incarcerated violent offenders had
victimized a single person.

Identifying Offenders Against Juveniles

3 The survey followed a stratified two-stage sample

selection procedure, which did not yield a simple

random sample. Consequently, statistical significance

testing performed in this analysis followed recom-

mendations of the Bureau of Justice Statistics and

used generalized variance estimates included in the

data set for the calculation of variances (U.S. Depart-

ment of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics and

Federal Bureau of Prisons, 2000).

4 All differences among offenders against children,

teenagers, and adults described in the text or shown

in the figures are significant at the p<.05 level.
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most incarcerated offenders against teens
(58 percent) were in prison for commit-
ting sex crimes (figure 2). In contrast, only
7 percent of offenders against adults had
committed sex crimes, and larger percent-
ages of offenders against adults had com-
mitted homicides (34 percent), robberies
(33 percent), and assaults (23 percent).

Offenders against juveniles in State pris-
ons differed from offenders against adults
in many other ways, including race, gen-
der, age, and marital status. The majority

of offenders against juveniles were white;
they accounted for 73 percent of those
who had victimized children and 56 per-
cent of those who had victimized teens.
In contrast, the majority of incarcerated
offenders against adults (59 percent) were
nonwhite. Although the overall prison pop-
ulation of violent offenders was almost
equally divided between white and black
inmates, more white offenders (30 percent)
than black offenders (13 percent) had com-
mitted crimes against juveniles (figure 3).

In terms of gender, women made up only
a small fraction (4 percent) of the incar-
cerated population for violent crimes of
any sort. However, they were somewhat
overrepresented (6 percent) among of-
fenders against children age 12 or young-
er and underrepresented (only 1 percent)
among those who had victimized teens
ages 13–17. It is unclear whether this rep-
resentation is due to the actual incidence
of crimes committed by females or to the
way in which the justice system deals
with their crimes.

72%

10%

11%

3%

3%

2%

Victim Age 12 or Younger
(n=46,850)

58%

18%

14%

8%

3%

Victim Age 13–17
(n=46,913)

33%

23%

34%

7%

1%

2%

Victim Age 18+
(n=342,265)

Rape or sexual assault Other violent crimes AssaultKidnapping Homicide Robbery

Figure 2: Offense Distribution for Violent Offenders in State Prisons, by Age of Victim, 1997

Note: Percentages may not total 100 due to rounding.

Source: 1997 Survey of Inmates in State Correctional Facilities, U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics and Federal Bureau
of Prisons.

48% 46%

6%

Offender Race

Other
(n=25,084)

Black White
(n=202,143)(n=208,801)

Age of Victims of
Black Offenders

Age of Victims of
White Offenders

12 or younger (13%)

13–17 (17%)

18+ (70%)

12 or younger (5%)
13–17 (8%)

18+ (87%)

Figure 3: Victim Age Distribution for Violent Offenders in State Prisons, by Offender Race, 1997

Source: 1997 Survey of Inmates in State Correctional Facilities, U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics and Federal Bureau
of Prisons.
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Overall, offenders against juveniles in
State prisons were older (51 percent over
age 30) than offenders against adults
(only 34 percent over age 30) at the time
of their arrest. This difference is almost
entirely attributable to the older age dis-
tribution of offenders who victimized
children (age 12 or younger) rather than
teens (ages 13–17) (figure 4). Among of-
fenders against children, 62 percent were
over 30 and fewer were ages 18 to 24,
which was the peak age group for inmates
who victimized adults and teens.

In other words, the older the violent of-
fenders were at the time of their arrest,
the more likely they were to have offend-
ed against juveniles (figure 5). Fifty-four
percent of offenders arrested at age 60
or older had committed crimes against
juveniles compared with 16 percent of
offenders age 18 to 24 at the time of ar-
rest. Also, older incarcerated offenders
were more likely to have victimized chil-
dren than teens. Of the sex offenders
older than 60, 100 percent had commit-
ted crimes against juveniles.

In addition to being typically older and
white, incarcerated offenders against ju-
veniles were also more likely to have
been married (56 percent) than offenders
against adults (40 percent). The percent-
age of offenders who had ever been mar-
ried was particularly high (65 percent)
among those who victimized children age
12 and under. Offenders against juveniles
were also more likely than offenders
against adults to have been employed
during the month before their arrest (76
percent versus 69 percent).

Offense Characteristics

One of the most dramatic differences be-
tween incarcerated offenders against juve-
niles and offenders against adults was the
offender/victim relationship. Offenders
against juveniles were much more likely
to have victimized a family member or an
acquaintance, whereas most offenders
against adults had victimized strangers
(figure 6, page 7).

Offenders’ relationships to their victims
also varied between inmates who victim-
ized children and inmates who victimized
teens. Offenders against children had
most often victimized their own children
or stepchildren (40 percent) or another
young relative (18 percent); very few
(5 percent) had victimized a stranger.
Among offenders who victimized teens, a
considerable number had victimized their
own children (21 percent) or another
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Figure 4: Age of Violent Offenders in State Prisons at the Time of
Arrest, by Age of Victim, 1997

Note: Area under each line represents 100 percent of offenders for each victim age group.

Source: 1997 Survey of Inmates in State Correctional Facilities, U.S. Department of Justice,
Bureau of Justice Statistics and Federal Bureau of Prisons.
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relative (9 percent), and another 9 per-
cent had victimized an intimate partner,
such as a spouse or girlfriend. The pro-
portion of offenders who victimized teen-
age strangers rose to 22 percent. Among
offenders against adults, the proportion
that had victimized strangers increased
to 54 percent and the proportion that
victimized relatives or intimates de-
creased to 16 percent.

It is important to keep in mind that these
victim/offender patterns vary somewhat,
depending on the type of offense, and
that offenders against juveniles were pri-
marily incarcerated for sex offenses.
Among sex offenders, those who victim-
ized both children and teens were more
likely to have offended against their own
children and relatives, and they were less
likely to have offended against strangers
(figure 7). Among offenders incarcerated
for homicide, however, only those who
had victimized children (and not teens)
had victimized within their families.
Within the inmate sample, no incarcer-
ated offenders who killed teens had killed
their own children, and only 8 percent
had killed another relative. These per-
centages reflect the typical patterns of
these offenses. Intrafamilial sexual abuse
of a teen, particularly of a daughter by a
father or stepfather, is a relatively fre-
quent sex crime, but when parents kill
their children, they usually kill infants

and young children—rarely are teens the
victims (Finkelhor and Ormrod, 2000;
Finkelhor and Ormrod, 2001). Offenders
who had killed teens or adults, however,
were more likely than offenders against
children to target strangers.

Offenders against juveniles and offenders
against adults also differed in regard to
the gender of their victims. Most offend-
ers against juveniles (76 percent) had fe-
male victims. The majority of offenders
against adults (64 percent) had male vic-
tims. In part, this reflects the fact that
most offenders against juveniles commit-
ted sex crimes, which typically have fe-
male victims (Finkelhor and Ormrod,
2000). However, even for the crime of
homicide, offenders against children were
more likely to have female victims than
offenders against adults. For example, 53
percent of offenders who killed children
age 12 or younger targeted females, but
only 30 percent of offenders who killed
teens and 26 percent of offenders who
killed adults had female victims.5 Sexual
assaults showed a somewhat opposite
pattern. Offenders who victimized juve-
niles (children age 12 or younger and
teens ages 13–17) were somewhat more

likely to target males than offenders who
victimized adults (16 percent and 7 per-
cent, respectively, versus 3 percent).

Offenders against juveniles in State pris-
ons also differed from offenders against
adults in other aspects of the crimes they
committed. Few of the crimes committed
by offenders against juveniles involved
weapons (8 percent of crimes against
children and 27 percent of crimes against
teens, compared with 51 percent of crimes
against adults). Crimes committed by
offenders against juveniles also were less
likely to involve multiple offenders and
multiple offenses. These differences re-
flect the fact that adults do not need to
rely on weapons and assistance from
other offenders to commit crimes against
juveniles, who are usually smaller than
their offenders and often under their
care and authority. Offenders against ju-
veniles were also less likely than offenders
against adults to have used drugs or al-
cohol during their offenses (39 percent for
offenders against children, compared with
45 percent and 55 percent for offenders
against teens and adults, respectively).
These considerations may have contrib-
uted to the finding that offenders against
juveniles were less likely to inflict injuries
on their victims (14 percent of child vic-
tims and 28 percent of teen victims were
injured, compared with 70 percent of
adult victims).

Concern that the criminal justice system treats offenders
against juveniles more leniently than offenders against adults
can be only partially addressed with the data available in the
1997 Survey of Inmates in State Correctional Facilities. A
comparison of sentence severity must take into account sev-
eral important limitations of these data.

First, although the sentences of inmates in State prisons can
be compared, these prisoners do not represent all the offend-
ers who come into contact with the criminal justice system. In
general, the offenses committed by State prisoners are those
the justice system considers the most serious. However, many
convicted offenders are given suspended sentences, proba-
tion, or shorter sentences that are served in local jails rather
than prisons. Additionally, there are other offenders who, for
one reason or other, are not arrested or charged with crimes
at all. Whether offenders against juveniles are treated more
leniently than offenders against adults during the earlier
stages of the legal process cannot be determined from the
information presented in the inmate survey.

Second, offenders are incarcerated in State prisons for a vari-
ety of violent offenses, not all of which, by definition, can have
both adult and juvenile victims. For example, the survey in-
cludes the crimes of statutory rape, lewd act with children,

Comparison of Sentences of Offenders Against Juveniles and Offenders Against Adults

and child abuse, which have no adult victims, and assaulting
a public officer, which has no juvenile victims. These offens-
es do not provide equivalent (or comparable) sentences for
both offenders against adults and offenders against juve-
niles. This Bulletin limits sentence comparisons to inmates
whose offenses can have victims in either age group.

Third, the sentences examined in the survey vary in many
ways, each of which must be taken into account when mak-
ing comparisons. For example, the survey designates one
offense for each inmate as the “controlling offense” and re-
cords sentence details for that offense only. If an inmate is
incarcerated for a single offense, that offense is the control-
ling offense. If an inmate is incarcerated for multiple offenses,
the controlling offense is the crime that results in the longest
or most severe maximum sentence. Also, because maximum
sentences can be reported either as a specific length of time
(term sentence) or as a life or death sentence, two different
approaches were used to compare sentence severity. The
first compares all inmates by juxtaposing those serving term
sentences (less severe) with those serving life or death sen-
tences (more severe). The second approach considers only
inmates serving term sentences and measures sentence
severity by calculating the length of the sentence.

5 Incidents involving physical assaults (not shown)

are similar to homicide incidents in terms of victim

age, gender, and relationship to offender.
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Note: Data are based on single-victim incidents only.

Source: 1997 Survey of Inmates in State Correctional Facilities, U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics and Federal Bureau
of Prisons.

Figure 6: Distribution of Offender/Victim Relationship for Violent Offenders in State Prisons, by Age
of Victim, 1997
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Figure 7: Distribution of Offender/Victim Relationship for Sex and Homicide Offenders in State
Prisons, by Age of Victim, 1997

Note: Data are based on single-victim incidents only.

Source: 1997 Survey of Inmates in State Correctional Facilities, U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics and Federal Bureau
of Prisons.
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Offender History

Offenders against juveniles were less like-
ly than other offenders to be recidivists.
Although the majority of incarcerated vio-
lent offenders in State facilities are recidi-
vists, the recidivism rates were lower for
offenders against children (59 percent)
and teens (61 percent) than for offenders
against adults (72 percent).

In addition to questions about criminal
history, the survey also asked prisoners
whether they had been physically or sex-
ually abused as children (answers were
uncorroborated by other sources). Of-
fenders against juveniles reported being
victims of physical or sexual abuse more
often than inmates who had committed
crimes against adults only (figure 8).

Perhaps a history of physical and sexual
abuse is more common among those
who commit physical and sexual crimes
against juveniles than it is among other
violent criminals. However, in trying to
understand their crimes, these offenders
may have had more occasion to remem-
ber victimizations similar to those they
committed, or they may have used their
childhood experiences to defend their
criminal behavior in court.

Summary of Differences

As a group, incarcerated offenders against
juveniles are clearly different from the
much larger group of offenders against
adults. Table 1 highlights the most
dramatic contrasts. Offenders against
juveniles were mostly white, older,

previously married men who primarily
had committed sex offenses against
female relatives, intimates, or acquain-
tances, without using weapons. Con-
versely, offenders against adults were
predominantly nonwhite men, under 30,
who had never married and primarily had
committed violent, nonsexual offenses
with weapons against male strangers.

Given the source of the data, these
contrasts apply only to incarcerated
offenders and cannot necessarily be ex-
trapolated to describe offenders against
juveniles and adults outside State prison
populations. Some groups (for example,
older, white physical assaulters) may not
be reported, arrested, prosecuted, or in-
carcerated as often as other offenders
for a variety of reasons, and such sys-
tem biases may create or accentuate the
contrasts found among the incarcerated
population. Nonetheless, it is noteworthy
that a substantial segment of the incarcer-
ated population is imprisoned for crimes
against juveniles. The ways in which
these offenders differ from the rest of the
prison population are also noteworthy.
In particular, offenders against juveniles
have less often committed the kinds of
crimes that most terrify communities—
crimes such as assaults by strangers that
involve weapons and physical injuries.
Given these differences, this offender sub-
population likely constitutes a clearly dif-
ferentiated group within prisons and may
experience both advantages (employment
experience, family ties, and racial favorit-
ism) and disadvantages (sex crime stigma

15%

59%

11%

15%

Victim Age 12 or Younger

15%

70%

7%

8%

12%

81%

3%

4%

Victim Age 13–17 Victim Age 18+

Not abusedPhysical abuseSexual abuse Both

Figure 8: Distribution of Sexual and Physical Abuse History of Violent Offenders in State Prisons,
by Age of Victim, 1997

Source: 1997 Survey of Inmates in State Correctional Facilities, U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics and Federal Bureau
of Prisons.

Table 1: Typical Characteristics of Violent Offenders in State Prisons,
by Victim Age, 1997

Offenders Against Offenders Against
Characteristic Juveniles Adults

Crime Sex offenses (65%) Violent nonsex offenses (93%)

Race White (64%) Nonwhite (59%)

Age at arrest Over age 30 (51%) Under age 30 (66%)

Marital status Ever married (56%) Never married (60%)

Relation to victim Relative/intimate (48%) Stranger (54%)
Acquaintance (38%)

Weapon No weapon (82%) Weapon (51%)

Source: 1997 Survey of Inmates in State Correctional Facilities, U.S. Department of Justice, 
Bureau of Justice Statistics and Federal Bureau of Prisons.
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and physical inferiority) in the prison
environment (Musk and Swetz, 1997;
Toch, 1977).

Trends in the
Victimizers of Juveniles
Population
The number of offenders against juveniles
incarcerated in State prisons was sub-
stantially higher in 1997 than it was in
1991, the last year that a State inmate
survey had been conducted—up from
61,040 in 1991 to 93,760 in 1997. The
higher figure, however, is mostly account-
ed for by a large increase (33 percent) in
the total number of incarcerated violent
offenders with victims of any age (figure
9). There was also a small but significant
increase in the proportion of all violent
offenders who were offenders against
juveniles (from 19 to 22 percent).

Between 1991 and 1997, the number of
offenders against juveniles incarcerated
for homicide rose from 5,793 to 12,746.
As a result, the percentage of homicide
offenders represented within all incarcer-
ated offenders against juveniles rose from
10 to 14 percent. The number of sex of-
fenders against juveniles also increased,
rising from 42,933 to 60,549. However,
because the number of sex offenders in-
creased at a slower rate than the number
of homicide offenders, the relative per-
centage of sex offenders decreased (from
71 to 65 percent).

Sentences for
Offenders Against
Juveniles
Advocates for child victims, in particular,
sometimes argue that the justice system
is too lenient on victimizers of children.
Cases involving light sentences for child
murderers and sex offenders have received
substantial newspaper coverage (Kirk,
1997; Wolfe, 1998) and prompted some
States to draft new legislation, such as
“homicide by child abuse” laws that allow
prosecutors to charge offenders against
children with more serious crimes
(Phipps, 1999).

Assessing sentencing severity for offend-
ers against children, however, is difficult.
As described above, offenders against
children and teens tend to differ from
other offenders, and these differences
may affect sentence severity. For example,

compared with other offenders, victimiz-
ers of juveniles are more likely to be re-
lated to their victims, less likely to use
weapons, more likely to be employed, and
less likely to be recidivists—all of which
might ordinarily reduce sentence severity,
regardless of the victim’s age (Erez and
Tontodanato, 1990; Steffensmeier and
Motivans, 2000; Steffensmeier, Ulmer,
and Kramer, 1998). Data from the Survey
of Inmates in State Correctional Facilities
offer information on sentence severity
that can be used to assess whether
offenders against juveniles receive un-
usually lenient sentences. Although limit-
ed in some respects (see sidebar on “Com-
parison of . . .,” page 6), this information
describes the personal and criminal char-
acteristics of offenders against juveniles
that may be taken into consideration dur-
ing sentencing.

Sentence severity findings are mixed
when offenders against children, teens,
and adults are directly compared without
any adjustments. Data show that offend-
ers against children and teens are some-
what less likely than offenders against
adults to receive life or death sentences
for their crimes (figure 10, page 10). Twelve
percent of offenders against children, 9 per-
cent of offenders against teens, and 17 per-
cent of offenders against adults received
life or death sentences. However, because
offenses against children and teens are
often sex crimes and offenses against
adults are often homicides, it is important
to view these figures within the context of
specific offenses. When viewed in this way,
the only difference between child, teen,
and adult victimizers appears to be that
offenders against teens are less likely to
receive life or death sentences for sex
crimes.

Term sentence lengths (i.e., excluding life
or death sentences) for offenders were
not as varied (figure 10). The number of
months received by offenders against ju-
veniles and offenders against adults were
fairly similar (examining gross differences
without adjusting for offender or offense
characteristics). However, offenders
against children and teenagers do ap-
pear to receive lighter sentences for sex
crimes than offenders against adults (180
months versus 240 months, respective-
ly). In the case of homicides, offenders
against children and teenagers appear to
receive longer sentences than offenders
against adults; however, the differences
are not statistically significant.

Factors other than type of offense also
affect sentence severity, notably, victim/
offender relationship and weapon use. For
example, sentences for offenders against
juveniles may have been more lenient not
simply because they involved younger
victims, but because those crimes in-
volved more family members and fewer
weapons. Differences such as these need
to be taken into account when consider-
ing the survey’s findings.

Table 2 (page 11) shows the results of an
analysis in which sentences were statisti-
cally adjusted to reflect the effects of vari-
ous factors, including victim characteris-
tics, such as age, gender, and relationship
to offender; offense characteristics, such
as type of crime, use of weapon, and num-
ber of offenders; offender characteristics,
such as gender, race, and age at arrest;
and legal processing conditions, such
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Figure 9: Number of Violent
Offenders in State
Prisons, by Age of
Victim, 1991 and 1997

Note: Only violent offenders who reported
a victim’s age are included. Differences 
in juvenile and adult victim proportions for
1991 and 1997 are significant at the p<.05
level. Between 1991 and 1997, the num-
ber of violent offenders in State prisons in-
creased by 33% (from 327,960 to 436,030).

Source: Greenfeld, 1996; 1997 Survey of In-
mates in State Correctional Facilities, U.S.
Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice
Statistics and Federal Bureau of Prisons.



10

as conviction by trial, use of a public
defender, and presence of sentencing
guidelines.6 The data clearly show that
sentences for offenders against children
under age 12 are not more lenient. In fact,
when adjusted for specific types of of-
fenders and crimes, these sentences are
statistically indistinguishable from sen-
tences received by offenders against
adults. However, there does appear to be
a systematic and fairly large tendency for
offenders against teens to receive lighter
sentences than other offenders. When
other factors (i.e., victim, offense, offend-
er, and legal processing) are controlled,
offenders against teens are 52 percent
less likely than offenders against adults to
receive a life or death sentence, 82 per-
cent less likely to receive a life or death
sentence for a nonfatal sexual assault,
and 33 percent less likely to receive a life
or death sentence for a homicide. Of-
fenders against teens are also likely to
receive sentences that are about 2 years
(25 months) shorter than those given to
offenders against adults and about 7
years (87 months) shorter than those
given to inmates who committed nonfatal
sex offenses against adults. Homicide sen-
tences are not significantly different in
length.

Therefore, it appears that offenders against
teens—not offenders against young
children—receive lighter sentences. The
lighter sentences in this case may be, in
part, the result of negative perceptions
about teen victims. Influenced by popular
stereotypes about teens, judges may be
prone to view teenage physical or sexual
assault victims as having behaved pro-
vocatively or irresponsibly. These judg-
ments may be mitigating factors in sen-
tencing decisions in cases with teen
victims. Other mitigating factors may
occur in some crimes against teens, such
as gang affiliation by the victim, that are
not captured in the data. Therefore, the
differences in sentencing could be due to
both real features and social stereotypes.
In any case, the differences in sentencing
related to victim age should be researched
more thoroughly.

Conclusion
Individuals who commit crimes against
children and teens make up a large and
growing segment of the population of
violent offenders incarcerated in State
correctional facilities. These inmates, as
a group, have distinguishing features:
they are disproportionately sex offend-
ers against family members and acquain-
tances; they are mostly older, white, and
employed; and they are less recidivistic

and more likely to have been married
than other incarcerated violent offenders.
Given this group’s distinctiveness, it is
noteworthy that this segment of the
prison population has generated rela-
tively little research.

Many people have observed that sex of-
fenders against children are strongly
reviled within prison subculture and sub-
jected to harassment and assault. For
these reasons, offenders against children
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Figure 10: Sentences of Violent Offenders in State Prisons, by
Offense and Age of Victim, 1997

* Different from adult victims, p<.05.
** Different from adult victims, p<.01.

Source: 1997 Survey of Inmates in State Correctional Facilities, U.S. Department of Justice,
Bureau of Justice Statistics and Federal Bureau of Prisons.

6 A complete list of the factors considered also in-

cludes victim race and ethnicity, attempted or com-

pleted crime, injury to victim, involvement of multiple

victims, use of drugs or alcohol by offender, offender

employment, offender recidivism, offender abuse his-

tory, conviction for multiple offenses, sentencing as

an adult, and sentencing affected by a firearms viola-

tion, a drug offense, or previous “strikes.”
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Table 2: Effects of Victim Age on Sentencing

Effect/Victim Age All Offenses Sex Offenses Homicides

Change in probability of 
life or death sentence†

Child (age 12 or younger) 
vs. adult victim n.s.‡ n.s. n.s.

Teenage (age 13–17) 
vs. adult victim –52%** –82%** –33%*

Change in sentence (months)
(inmates with term sentences)§

Child (age 12 or younger) 
vs. adult victim n.s. n.s. n.s.

Teenage (age 13–17) 
vs. adult victim –25** –87** n.s.

Note: Analysis controlled for selected victim, offense, offender, and legal processing factors.

† Logistic regression model for each offense type with life or death sentence (yes or no) as 
dependent variable. Probabilities reflect approximate relative risk ratios (Zhang and Yu, 1998).

‡ n.s. = not significant.
§ Multiple regression model for each offense type with length of sentence as dependent variable.
* p<.05.

** p<.01.

may conceal their offenses or be segregat-
ed from other inmates (Musk and Swetz,
1997). However, such generalizations cer-
tainly mask the varied experiences of dif-
ferent facilities and individuals. Some char-
acteristics of this subpopulation, such as
marital ties and employment experience,
may work to its advantage. In addition,
this population’s characteristics may con-
fer upon it differential treatment through-
out the justice system, from the prosecu-
tion phase to the operation of parole
boards and probation officials. These
potential differences are worthy of more
attention.

A form of differential treatment that has
received much attention in recent years is
when offenders against children are ac-
corded overly lenient sentences, perhaps
because the lives and suffering of chil-
dren were insufficiently valued in judicial
decisionmaking. Analysis for this Bulletin,
however, suggests that when important
features such as offense seriousness and
offender recidivism are taken into account,
offenders against children age 12 or young-
er do not receive more lenient sentences
than other offenders. Rather, offenders
against teens receive lighter sentences
than might be expected, based on their
offenses and criminal histories. This dis-
parity certainly merits more attention, par-
ticularly if it stems from stereotypical views
that teenage victims are in some way
responsible for their own victimizations.

Although a substantial amount of re-
search has focused on the determinants
of sentencing and possible sentencing
inequities (e.g., Erez and Tontodanato,
1990; Levesque, 2000; McCormick et al.,
1998; Myers, 1979; Steffensmeier and
Motivans, 2000; Steffensmeier, Ulmer, and
Kramer, 1998; Steffensmeier and Ulmer,
1995), victim age has never been consid-
ered as a possible factor in this literature.
It is particularly important that studies
examine how victim age affects sentenc-
ing for offender populations broader than
the one examined in this analysis, which
was limited to offenders sentenced to
State prisons. Juvenile crime victims have
not always had consistent access to the
full and impartial benefits of the justice
system; therefore, monitoring the justice
system’s response to cases involving
these particular victims seems to be a
justified and important priority.
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