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Family or Caregiver Instability, Parental
Attachment, and the Relationship to Juvenile

Sex Offending

MARC V. FELIZZI
Department of Social Work, Millersville University of Pennsylvania, Millersville,

Pennsylvania, USA

A violent or unstable home life—characterized by caregivers physically
or sexually abusing children, physical violence in the home, home-
lessness, and other factors—and disrupted parental attachment are
examined in this secondary data analysis for their possible relationship
to juvenile sex offending. Parent or caregiver instability is measured by
a demographic questionnaire administered to participants. Parental
attachment is measured by the Inventory of Peer and Personal Attach-
ment. The population included 502 adjudicated juvenile male sexual
and nonsexual offenders in a Midwest state who responded to ques-
tionnaires in order to examine juvenile offending antecedents. The
highest correlated parent or caregiver instability variables to juvenile
sex offending status weremultiple relocations or homelessness, children
placed out of the home, slapping or punching in the home, and sexual
abuse victimization. The quality of parental attachment had little
impact on the respondents’ offense status.

KEYWORDS adolescent, homelessness, unstable families, sexual
crime

INTRODUCTION

While much has been written about the connection between a stable or
unstable, violent or supportive family background and juvenile delin-
quency (Chen, Propp, Delara & Corvo, 2010; Kennedy, Edmonds, Dann,
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& Burnett, 2011; Schroeder, Osgood, & Oghia, 2010; Tyler & Melander,
2010; Tyler & Schmitz, 2013), little research examines the roles of disrupted
parental attachment and caregiver instability on juvenile sex offending.
This study utilized a secondary data analysis to investigate the effects of
parent or caregiver instability and disrupted parental attachment on juve-
nile sex offending status. The study population was composed of 502 male
adjudicated juvenile sexual and nonsexual offenders in a large Midwest
state. The respondents answered questionnaires in an effort to examine
juvenile offending antecedents and attitudes about sexual behavior.

JUVENILE SEX OFFENDING

As of December 2013, a total of 774,600 sex offenders were registered in the
United States (National Center for Missing and Exploited Children, 2009). Of
those, approximately 23%, or over 178,000, were juvenile offenders (United
States Department of Justice, 2014).

Sexually offending behavior can be defined as any sexual interaction
with a person of any age that is perpetrated (a) against the victim’s will, (b)
without consent, or (c) in an aggressive, exploitative, manipulative, or threa-
tening manner (Ryan & Lane, 1997). The term “nonsexual offender,” for the
purposes of this study, refers to juveniles who have been adjudicated and
incarcerated for crimes of a nonsexual nature. This behavior, often called
“delinquent,” includes assault, robbery, and drug offenses. Status offenses,
reserved for juveniles, are included in this category for behaviors such as
truancy and running away from home (Smith & Stern, 1997).

Juvenile sex offenders have been found to be older than nonsexual
offenders at their first arrest (Ford & Linney, 1995; van Wijk, Vreugdenhil,
van Horn, Vermeiren, & Doreleijers, 2007) and to have higher rates of sexual
victimization than nonsexual offenders (Marini, Leibowitz, Burton, & Stickle,
2014; van Wijk, Vreugdenhil, van Horn, Vermeiren, & Doreleijers, 2007).
Duane, Carr, Cherry, McGrath, and O’Shea (2003) found in their comparison
study of juvenile sex offenders and nonsexual offenders that sexually abusive
adolescents have experienced more family violence and disruption as well as
physical or sexual abuse than their nonsexual offending counterparts.

PARENT OR CAREGIVER INSTABILITY

The effects of parent or caregiver instability on juveniles have been well
documented in the literature (e.g., Ackerman & Brown, 2010; Ferguson,
2009; Forman & Davies, 2003; Lian & Bolland, 2014; Marcynyszyn, Evans, &
Eckenrode, 2008). Parent or caregiver instability is defined as a caregiving unit
characterized by lots of moves or homelessness and/or parents or caregivers
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who physically, sexually, or emotionally abuse or neglect juveniles under
their care. Physical abuse can be defined as punching, kicking, slapping, or
any other physical violence directed toward family members, guests, or others
residing in the home. Caregiver instability can be further characterized by
caregivers committing illegal acts in the home, frequent changes in who lives
in the home, and placement of family members outside the home, such as in
residential care, foster care, or with other families. It should be noted that
homelessness, whether unsheltered (living on the street) or sheltered (living
in a shelter, or residing in a family or friends’ home) is often a result of job loss
or economic hardship and may not be a deliberate attempt to inflict instability
on the family unit. For this study, respondents were asked if their families had
suffered a loss of home as a result of parental instability, such as drug abuse or
committing illegal acts.

Families with adolescents who have displayed inappropriate sexual
behavior have been characterized as being “unstable, with few resources”
(Barbaree, Langton, & Peacock, 2006, p. 424). These unstable families are
often characterized by “disorganized family structures” (Thornton et al., 2008,
p.362), which include domestic violence, poorly defined personal and sexual
boundaries, parental sexual victimization, family dysfunction, substance abuse
issues of one or both parents, and the absence of a biological parent (Thorn-
ton et al., 2008). These disordered family structures, along with an unstable
home environment, may produce externalizing behaviors in juvenile sex
offenders and nonsexual offenders, such as inappropriate sexual activity,
sexual offending, domestic violence, drug and alcohol abuse, criminal activity,
and antisocial behavior (van Wijk, Vreugdenhil, van Horn, Vermeiren, &
Doreleijers, 2007).

ATTACHMENT AND JUVENILE SEX OFFENDERS

Attachment theory has evolved in several phases since Bowlby’s interpreta-
tion of the mother-infant interaction (Bowlby, 1969). Smallbone and Dadds
(1998) researched the role of childhood and adult attachment and discovered
that sex offenders reported less than secure attachment as children and adults.
Securely attached adolescents likely hold an internal working model of them-
selves as competent and worthy of care. Their internal representations of
others are positive; they are seen as people who can be responsive and
supportive (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991; Bowlby, 1969; Riggs, 2010).
Children who are not securely attached can hold an internal working model
of the self as unsure, incompetent, and tentative. They may often view others
with mistrust and hold an internal model of others as cold and uncaring
(Riggs, 2010).

Marshall (1989) wrote that juveniles with negative and rejecting caregiver
experiences often develop poor social skills and less than appropriate
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emotional regulation and display a poor ability to differentiate among intimacy,
sexuality, and aggression. Juveniles alienated by rejecting and distant parents
are often unable to develop secure attachments with caregivers and peers.
These juveniles may later carry that representation of a relationship throughout
their life, which may cause them to develop an inhibited sense of intimacy. The
loneliness that may result from poor and insecure attachments may cause the
juvenile sex offender to gain intimacy through inappropriate means, such as
forced sex (Barbaree, Marshall, & Hudson, 1993). Anxious-ambivalent and
avoidant attachment styles may be specifically linked to such inappropriate
sexual behavior and juvenile sexual offending (Stinson, Sales, & Becker, 2008).

The relationship the poorly attached adolescent sex offender has with the
child victim often imitates what the offender views as an ideal intimate
relationship, although the victim is much younger (Stinson et al., 2008).
Adolescent child molesters, who often feel uncomfortable in the presence of
same age peers, seek out nonthreatening child victims as they are perceived
as less judgmental and discerning than adults (Marshall & Mazzucco, 1995).

However, Stinson and colleagues (2008) wrote that directionality regard-
ing attachment may be in question and that not all juvenile offenders have
reported negative caregiver attachments. Rich (2006) further doubted attach-
ment’s role as a strong correlate in juvenile sex offending when he stated that
there is no clear empirical evidence that attachment styles are an important
area of dysfunction in juvenile sexual offenders.

ATTACHMENT AND JUVENILE NON-SEXUAL OFFENDERS

Poor parental attachment is evident with juvenile nonsexual offenders as well.
Katsiyannis, Zhang, Barrett, and Flaska (2004) found that both avoidant and
ambivalent attached juvenile nonsexual offenders reported a lowered need
for support from others and tended to participate in poorly formed and
superficial relationships with peers. Elgar, Knight, Worrall, and Sherman
(2003) wrote that juvenile nonsexual offenders often felt detached from and
let down by their parents.

METHODS

Characteristics of the Sample Population

A total of 502 surveys were collected from adjudicated juvenile male sex
offenders (n = 332) and male nonsexual offenders (n = 170). The respon-
dents ranged in age from 12 to 20 years, with the average age of respondents
at 16.6 years and a standard deviation of 1.53 years. The average age of the
juvenile sex offender respondents was 16.7 years with a standard deviation
of 1.65 years. For the juvenile nonsexual offender group, the average age
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was 16.5 years with a standard deviation of 1.28 years. The racial breakdown
of the offender group was: White = 66.6%; Black = 28.9%; Native Ameri-
can = 24.4; Hispanic = 10.5; Asian = 1.2%; Arab American = 1.2% and
other = 12.3%. For the juvenile nonsexual offender group, the racial break-
down was as follows White = 42.9%, Black = 54.1%, Native American = 14.7%,
Hispanic = 4.1%, Asian = 1.2%, Arab American = 0%, other = 1.2%. The
percentage totals were greater than 100% for each group due to the con-
struct of the demographic question, which asked, “Which racial group do
you identify with?” It is possible that several answers were checked by the
respondents.

Both the juvenile sex offender and nonoffender groups were attending
in-placement educational programs while incarcerated. The grades ranged
from 5th to 12th grade, plus vocational program training for those post–high
school age.

Study/Research Design

This study is a secondary analysis of an existing data set, which was first
gathered in a large Midwest state in 2004. Surveys were administered to 505
male juvenile sexual and nonsexual offenders who were placed in secure
facilities post-adjudication. Of the 505 surveys administered, 502 were usable.

Sample and Data Collection Procedures

Approval for this study was obtained through the Widener University Institu-
tional Review Board (IRB) in June 2010. The data set was collected in spring
2004 using six pen-and-paper surveys from six juvenile residential placement
facilities in a Midwest state.

The surveys were administered in a group setting in each of the
residential facilities. Respondents were separated to prevent participants
from viewing one another’s answers. No monetary incentives were pro-
vided, although free time in the placement setting and pizza were offered
for good behavior during the administration of the questionnaire. Graduate
research assistants were available to assist with the reading of the surveys
for respondents who had difficulty reading or comprehending the
questionnaire.

Instrumentation

DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONNAIRE

Demographic questionnaires were used in the original data collection.
The demographic questions, not the data, have been used in previous studies
(Burton, 2003; Burton, Miller, & Shill, 2002). Demographic data were
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collected, including the respondent’s age, educational level, sexual abuse and
sexual offending history, and historical questions regarding their families. This
questionnaire also asked which types of nonsexual offenses were committed
by the respondents. Responses included stealing, burglary, grand theft,
assault, robbery, drug sales, attempted murder, and murder.

SELF-REPORT SEXUAL AGGRESSION SCALE (SERSAS)

The specific type of sexual assault was measured in the questionnaire by
the use of the SERSAS (Burton, 2003). The SERSAS was designed by Burton
and Fleming (1998) and was created to measure juvenile sex offenders’ abuse
of their victims. The data analyzed were based on asking respondents if they
had ever forced their victims to observe sexual acts; exposed themselves to
victims; fondled; forced oral sex; have had their victims force fingers, objects,
or penises into the perpetrators’ private parts; or had forced their own
penises, fingers, or objects into their victims’ private areas. Respondents
were also asked if they had sexually assaulted animals. Voyeurism, exposure,
fondling, rape, and animal abuse are considered crimes in all states (U.S.
Department of Justice, 2010). Sexual acts that involve force and coercion are
considered the “most extreme end of the sexual behavioral spectrum” (Broach
& Petretic, 2006).

PARENT/CAREGIVER INSTABILITY

The study variable of parent or caregiver instability was derived from
questions within the SERSAS that asked respondents to describe their family
setting by asking, “Do these describe your family and/or home: Frequent
changes in who lives in the home, neglect of children, physical abuse of
children, sexual abuse of children, illegal acts by family members (other than
you), hitting or other violence between parents or adults at home, children
being placed outside of the family (not counting you), lots of moves and /or
homelessness?” All questions were rated by the respondent as “No,” “Yes,” or
“Don’t know.”

INVENTORY OF PARENT AND PEER ATTACHMENT (IPPA)

The IPPA was developed to assess juveniles’ perceptions of the positive
and negative dimensions of their relationships with their parents, caregivers,
or peers (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987). Quality of communication, degree of
trust, and extent of anger and alienation are measured. The measurement is a
self-report questionnaire with a Likert-scale response format. This study uti-
lized the 25 question maternal and paternal attachment scales of the IPPA and
excluded the peer attachment scales from analysis. Quality of communication,
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degree of trust, extent of anger, and extent of alienation were four subscales
included in both maternal and paternal attachment questionnaires.

RESULTS

Descriptive statistics were computed for the independent variables of parental
attachment and parent or caregiver instability. The number of assaults and
victims as well as the types of acts committed by the respondents were
tabulated and treated as dependent variables in this study. Pearson correlation
coefficients were used to determine the strength of association between acts
committed, identified as voyeurism, fondling, forced oral sex, penetration by
the victim and to the victim, sex with animals, and independent variables.
Logistic regression analysis was used to determine the association between
parent or caregiver instability and juvenile sex offending. Chi-square analysis
was used to determine the goodness of fit among all variables. Data were
missing on each variable, which may be due to fatigue or a refusal to answer
questions. Missing data were managed by assigning a score of 99 or 96.

Number of Assaults and Victims

The number of assaults refers to the number of sexual assaults admitted to
on the demographic section of the questionnaire. “How many people have
you sexually abused?” was asked to determine the number of victims and
assaults each respondent claimed, in varying increments, from 1–90.

Outcome Variable: Juvenile Sex Offending

Within the population of 502 respondents, 332 sexual offenders were identified.
The most frequently reported type of assault was the hands-on act of fondling
(88.3 %; n = 293). Forced oral sex was the next highest reported act (51.8%;
n = 172). Placing their fingers, objects, or penis into their victims’ private parts was
third (44.2%; n = 147). The act of exposure was fourth (36.7%; n = 122). Surrepti-
tiously viewing others having sex (voyeurism) was the fifth most reported act
(20.2%; n = 67). Forced penetration was sixth most frequent act (11.1% n = 37).
Sex with animals was the least frequently reported act (1.2%; n = 4).

The nonsexual offender group reported very little sexual perpetration,
with 6 out of 170 respondents (3.5%) admitting to any inappropriate sexual
activity. The most frequently reported acts for the nonsexual offenders were
exposure and watching sexual acts (2.4%; n = 4,), followed by fondling and
oral sex (8%; n = 3. 1). Penetration was reported by 2 (1.2%) nonsexual
offenders, and no other sexual offenses were reported.
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Independent Variables: Parent or Caregiver Instability and Parental
Attachment

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics for parental attachment, while
Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics of parent or caregiver instability.
The sample sizes for these yes/no questions are somewhat reduced as a small
subset of respondents answered “don’t know.” This ranged from 13 to 26
respondents depending on the item (this did not occur for two items that had
complete data available). In subsequent analyses that used this variable,
respondents who answered “don’t know” were excluded. A series of chi-
square tests that were all significant showed that parental caregiver instability
was greater for the juvenile sex offender group than for the nonsexual
offender group. All differences between groups were statistically significant,
with the offender group having more experiences with poorer maternal and
paternal attachment (higher scores on the IPPA indicate better attachment)
than the nonsexual offender group.

Correlation Analysis

While the correlations between the variables of parent or caregiver instability
and the sexual acts committed by the offender group were low, they

TABLE 1 Descriptive Statistics for Parental Attachment: Offender versus Nonoffender Groups

Variable Offender M (SD) Nonoffender M (SD) TOTAL M (SD) t (df)__

Maternal Attachment 91.3 (25.1) 97.4 (25.0) 93.3 (25.1) 2.5 (461)
Paternal Attachment 82.1 (28.2) 88.4 (27.2) 83.8 (28.0) 2.0 (363)

Note. All t-tests were significant at p < .05 comparing offender and nonsexual offender groups.

TABLE 2 Logistic Regression Parent/Caregiver Instability and Parental Attachment: Effects on
Juvenile Sex Offending Status

Variable Beta SE Wald df Sig Odds Ratio

Lots of moves or homelessness −1.540 .550 7.841 1 .003* 4.67
Children placed out of home .906 .539 2.827 1 .046* 2.48
Sexual abuse −1.214 .727 2.787 1 .047* 3.37
Observing hitting, slapping
or punching

−.716 .478 2.239 1 .063 2.04

Neglect .904 .873 1.072 1 .155 2.47
Physical abuse −.453 .741 .374 1 .275 1.57
Frequent changes in who
lives in home

−.089 .568 .025 1 .438 1.09

Illegal acts −.094 .416 .051 1 .410 1.09
Maternal attachment .000 .009 .009 1 .463 1.00
Paternal attachment .000 .006 0.17 .448 1.00

Note. Beta values greater than 1 refer to the change in standard deviation in the dependent variable.
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nonetheless were statistically significant p < .01 level. The strongest correla-
tion between parent/caregiver instability and the sexual acts committed by the
offenders was between the parent and caregiver instability variable of sexual
abuse and fondling (.254). Sexual abuse and forced oral sex (.188) was the
second strongest correlated variable, while sexual abuse and watching some-
one having sex (.152) and sexual abuse and exposure (.147) were, respec-
tively, the third and fourth strongest correlated variables. The variable of
frequent changes in who lives in the home were highly correlated with
watching someone have sex (.157) and penetration of the victim with fingers,
penis, or objects (.150). Neglect was highly correlated with watching someone
having sex (.155) and exposure (.181). Physical abuse by a family member or
a caregiver was highly correlated with the acts of watching someone having
sex (.125) and exposure (.178), while observing hitting or being hit was highly
correlated with watching someone having sex (.123) and penetration of the
victim with fingers, penis, or objects (.145). Maternal and paternal attachment
was not highly correlated with any of the sexual acts.

The parent/caregiver instability variable of illegal acts, or viewing their
parents or caregivers committing criminal activity (r = .323, p < .01), was
highly correlated to offender status. Witnessing hitting, slapping, or punching
in the home was the third highest correlated variable (r = .320, p < .01), while
sexual abuse (r = .285, p < .01), homelessness (r = .281, p < .01), physical
abuse (r = .268, p < .01), neglect (r = .221, p < .01), frequent moves (r = .213,
p < .01), and children placed outside the home (r = .117, p < .05) ranked in
descending order.

Multivariate Analysis

Logistic regression was utilized to investigate the effects of parent or caregiver
instability and parental attachment on juvenile sex offending status. The
following question was analyzed: What effects do parent or caregiver instabil-
ity and parental attachment have on juvenile sex offending status in the study
population? Logistic regression was used to analyze this question and
included examining the relative strength of the variables of parental attach-
ment (mother and father separately) and the eight parent caregiver instability
variables: (a) lots of moves or homelessness; (b) neglect of children; (c)
physical abuse; (d) sexual abuse; (e) parents committing illegal acts; (f)
children placed outside the family; (g) parents hitting, slapping, or punching
children; and (h) frequent changes in who lives at home on sexual offender
status. The parent/caregiver instability variable of “lots of moves” was the
strongest predictor of offender status, followed by children placed outside of
the home and sexual abuse. The parent/caregiver instability variables signifi-
cantly increased the Nagelkerke R-square to .30 from .20. A goodness of fit
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chi-square (Hosemer & Lemeshow test) was not significant at .749, again
suggesting that the model provided adequate fit.

Odds ratios (OR) were computed on all variables and ranked in descend-
ing order as predictors of sexual offender status. Using a Wald chi-square test
for the beta values, three variables were significant: lots of moves (OR = 4.67,
p < .003), children placed outside the home (OR = 2.48, p < .046), and sexual
abuse (OR = 3.37, p < .047). Maternal and paternal attachment did not
significantly contribute to the model as they were two of the weakest pre-
dictors of sexual offender status, with no ability in terms of odds ratios to
separate juvenile sex offenders and nonsexual offenders (OR = 1).

DISCUSSION

The strongest predictive variable of offender status was the parent or care-
giver instability attribute of lots of moves or homelessness, followed by sexual
abuse in the home; children placed out of the home; neglect by caregivers;
observing hitting, punching, or slapping; and physical abuse. The nonsex
offenders had significantly fewer self-reported experiences with an unstable
or violent home life than the identified juvenile sex offenders.

While the variable of homelessness or lots of moves may not indicate
inappropriate parental behavior or unstable caregiving, these findings are
consistent with a number of studies that suggest that family violence and
instability, such as witnessing parents or caregivers hitting, slapping, or
punching; physical and sexual abuse victimization; and neglect were often
found in homeless situations (Grant, Gracy, Goldsmith, Shapiro, & Redlener,
2013; Pardeck, 2005; Tyler & Schmitz, 2013). Pardeck (2005) also found that
sexual abuse and physical abuse had the highest degrees of occurrence in his
study of child maltreatment among homeless families.

The nonsignificant finding for parental attachment in this study appears
to contradict several studies on the role of attachment in juvenile sex offen-
ders (Creeden, 2013; Goodrow & Lim, 1998; Marshall et al., 1993; Miner et al.,
2010). Indeed, many of the study’s respondents stated that their attachment to
their mothers or fathers was appropriate or nonproblematic.

The relative lack of strength of the parental attachment variable may be
attributable to the respondents “idealizing” their parents or caregivers as warm
and supportive. This notion is consistent with the findings of Noshpitz (1994),
who wrote that idealization of parents may allow a “difficult pattern of
defense [to emerge] . . . that in which the very deprivation that gave rise to
the inner sense of worthlessness and unlovability leads as well to an idealiza-
tion of the neglectful and punitive caregiver” (p. 360). Idealization often
serves as a defense against a painful realization of the parents’ or caregivers’
shortcomings and may be an adaptive mechanism to allow the juvenile to
function (Barth, 2010). It is also possible that the respondents may idealize
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parents or caregivers as a coping method in order to adjust to life while
incarcerated (Shulman & Cauffman, 2011).

Another possible explanation for the lack of strength of the parental
attachment variable is noted by Lehmann (2008), who found that the use of
the IPPA scale and other “self-report attachment instruments may not assess
attachment security within the sex offender population” (p. 148). Lehmann
(2008) also wrote that limitations with such self-report instruments may
include response bias and an “unconscious defensive exclusion of traumatic
events” (p. 148) that the IPPA and similar questionnaires fail to capture.
Respondents, therefore, may be blocking or repressing negative thoughts,
beliefs, or perceptions of their parents or caregivers.

While attachment has been extensively discussed in the literature, parent
and caregiver instability in relation to juvenile sex offending has been under-
studied. This lack of research is of concern, as social learning theory states
children often learn what they see (Bandura, 1986). This study presents
opportunities for those who wish to further examine the role an unstable
and unsupportive home life plays in the formation of risk factors within a
juvenile’s environment.

Further examination of a juvenile offender’s family and home life should
be considered. As many states reconsider the utility and economics of sending
juveniles to residential placements, the need for more outpatient and com-
munity-based care may necessitate that juvenile sex offenders reside with
their families during treatment. Indeed, increased outpatient and commu-
nity-based care may compel families to become more involved and vested
in treatment (Letourneau, Bandyopadhyay, Sinha, & Armstrong, 2009).

The findings of the current study resonate with the research of Bandura
(1977) who stated that the learning of behavior through observation was
sufficient to reinforce such behavior in a child’s developing brain. While the
explanation for sexually offensive behavior displayed by the study’s respon-
dents cannot be solely attributed to social learning theory, the observation of
an unstable parent or caregiver who is sexually and physically abusive,
engages in illegal acts, and is emotionally abusive toward intimate partners
may serve as a powerful model for the impressionable child. Thus, social
learning theory may provide an explanation for juvenile sexually offensive
behavior; Bandura and Walters (1963) wrote that inappropriate sexual beha-
vior can be the result of “parental encouragement and reinforcement of such
behavior” (p. 154). Burton, Nesmith, and Badten (1997) found that exposure
to negative family norms and behaviors, such as sexual abuse, criminality,
domestic violence, and drug or alcohol use and abuse can profoundly and
negatively affect the conduct of the child. While 76% of the juvenile sex
offenders in this study stated they had observed unstable parental behaviors,
the role of other societal influences, such as television, access to the Internet
pornography, drug and alcohol use, and peer influences must also be
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considered (Burton, Duty, & Leibowitz, 2011; Duane et al., 2003; Dunn et al.,
2008; Marini et al., 2014; Nabi & Riddle, 2008; Seto & Lalumière, 2010).

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE

While those who engage in clinical work with juvenile sex offenders may be
aware of their clients’ prior behavior, it is essential to assess clients’ thoughts
and feelings about parents and caregivers as well as home life in order to
compile a more complete and effective assessment of behavior and risk for
reoffense. If the practitioner views the family as constantly evolving, socially
and sexually, the development of emotional competence and attachment may
be best captured by in-depth and dynamic histories such as Miccio-Fonseca’s
(2014) “Family Lovemaps,” which chart the juvenile’s development within the
psychosexual realm. This developmental tracking could bring attention to
deficits in intimacy, which could assist in determining risk factors for inap-
propriate sexual behavior. Having the client admit to behavior and pledge to
work on a comprehensive relapse prevention plan means little if the client
cannot come to terms with the abuse he or she may have suffered or tries to
make sense of an unstable, nonsecure, and chaotic upbringing and home
environment.

Furthermore, those who practice with youth and families who are home-
less must be aware of the effects of the trauma of losing one’s home, the
instability of not knowing where they will reside, what school they will attend,
who their peers will be, and other outcomes of an uncertain existence. Such
experiences may contribute to a traumatized juvenile’s tendency to engage in
sexually inappropriate or offensive behavior.

LIMITATIONS

The study’s participants were limited to 332 male juvenile adjudicated sex
offenders in a large Midwest state. Therefore, while 332 is a robust number, it
would be difficult to generalize the results to the close to 34,000 registered
juvenile sex offenders in the United States (Puzzanchera, Adams, & Sickmund,
2010). It should also be noted that the survey was conducted during a 1-day
period and may be only a brief “snapshot” of how the respondent was feeling
that particular day.

Second, the study was conducted on male adolescents. These results
should not be generalized to a population of female juvenile sex offenders,
whose etiology of offending and treatment needs are markedly different from
juvenile males (Elliott, Eldridge, Ashfield, & Beech, 2010; Freeman & Sandler,
2008; van der Put, van Vugt, Stams, & Hendriks, 2014; Wijkman, Bijleveld, &
Hendriks, 2010). Female offenders have been noted to commit fewer offenses
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than their male counterparts, suffer higher percentages of sexual victimization,
and often offend in conjunction with a partner (Johansson-Love & Fremouw,
2009; Wijkman et al., 2010).

Third, it should be noted that the survey of the respondents was con-
ducted at inpatient facilities throughout the state. Juveniles who were living at
home were not included; therefore, while the results were convincing for the
effects of parent and caregiver instability on offender status, it would be a
consideration for future research to assess the feelings, thoughts, and emo-
tions of juvenile offenders who are living and interacting with parents or
caregivers at the time of survey so as to evaluate perceptions of parent and
caregiver instability and parental attachment.

Finally, as mentioned, the idea that the IPPA may not be a wholly
accurate measure of internalized perceptions of parental attachment merits
further exploration. The IPPA scales used in this study were from the initial
version, published in 1987 (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987). Since the data was
first gathered for the original study in 2004, the IPPA has undergone revisions
that claim to better capture perceptions of parental attachment in both
younger and older adolescents (Gullone & Robinson, 2005). In addition, the
factor structure of the newer IPPA-R can more accurately represent attachment
quality in lower income families (Johnson, Ketring, & Abshire, 2003). Test
fatigue, as noted, may also be a consideration in the accuracy of the study’s
findings.

CONCLUSIONS

This study is one of only a few that examines the relationship of the combina-
tion of parent and caregiver instability and parental attachment on juvenile
sex offending. The relatively weak standing of disrupted parental attachment
as a correlated factor of juvenile sex offending in this study may be a result of
the incarcerated juveniles’ desire to idealize their view their parents or care-
givers positively. The findings on the effects of parent and caregiver instability
in this study are consistent with research that reported juvenile sexual acting
out and criminality may be a result of poor boundaries and chaos within the
family (Dallaire & Wilson, 2010; Merrick, Litrownik, Everson, & Cox, 2008).
The variables most strongly correlated for juvenile sex offense status in this
study, homelessness or lots of moves, merits further research, as understand-
ing the dynamics of not having a secure place to live, combined with the lack
of supervision in a homeless setting, is critical for creating treatment options
for at-risk clients. Observing hitting, slapping, or punching in the home may
serve to reinforce negative behavior in the juvenile’s mind and, in turn, cause
them to display such behavior when involved in an intimate relationship.
Juvenile sexual abuse victims within the family structure are often considered
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at risk for replicating what was perpetrated on them as they struggle to make
sense of their victimization.

ORCID

Marc V. Felizzi http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0383-8952

REFERENCES

Ackerman, B., & Brown, E. (2010). Physical and psychosocial turmoil in the home
and cognitive development. In Chaos and its influence on children’s develop-
ment: An ecological perspective, Evans, G, & Wachs, T. (Eds.), (pp. 35–47).
Washington, DC: American Psychological Association.

Armsden, G., & Greenberg, M. (1987). The inventory of parent and peer attachment:
Individual differences and their relationship to psychological well-being in ado-
lescence. Journal of Youth & Adolescence, 16(5), 427–454. doi:10.1007/
BF02202939

Bandura, A. (1977) Social learning theory. Social learning theory. Englewood Cliffs,
N.J., Prentice Hall. Retrieved from SocINDEX with Full Text database

Bandura, A. (1986). Social foundations of thought and action: A social cognitive
theory. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall.

Bandura, A., & Walters, R. (1963). Social learning and personality development. New
York: Holt, Rinehart, & Winston.

Barbaree, H., Langton, C., & Peacock, E. (2006). Different actuarial risk measures
produce different risk ranking for sex offenders. Sexual Abuse: A Journal of
Research & Treatment, 18(4), 423–440.

Barbaree, H., & Marshall, W. (Eds). (2006). The juvenile sex offender (2nd ed.). New
York: Guilford.

Barth, F. (2010). Frozen in time: Idealization and parent blaming in the therapeutic
process. Clinical Social Work Journal, 38(3), 331–340.

Barbaree, H., Marshall, W., & Hudson, S. (Eds.). (1993). The juvenile sex offender.
New York: Guilford.

Bartholomew, K., & Horowitz, L. (1991). Attachment styles among young adults: A
test of a four category model. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 61,
226–244. doi:10.1037/0022-3514.61.2.226

Bowlby, J. (1969). Disruption of affection bonds and its effects on behavior. Canada’s
Mental Health Supplement, 59. 12, Ottawa, Canada. Retrieved from EBSCOhost.

Broach, J., & Petretic, P. (2006). Beyond traditional definitions of assault: Expanding
our focus to include sexually coercive experiences. Journal of Family Violence,
21(8), 477–486. doi:10.1007/s10896-006-9045-z

Burton, D. (2003). Male adolescents: Sexual victimization and subsequent sexual
abuse. Child & Adolescent Social Work Journal, 20(4), 277–296. doi:10.1023/
A:1024556909087

654 M. V. Felizzi

http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0383-8952
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/BF02202939
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/BF02202939
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.61.2.226
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10896-006-9045-z
http://dx.doi.org/10.1023/A:1024556909087
http://dx.doi.org/10.1023/A:1024556909087


Burton, D., Duty, K., & Leibowitz, G. (2011). Differences between sexually victimized
and non-sexually victimized male adolescent sexual abusers: Developmental
antecedents and behavioral comparisons. Journal of Child Sexual Abuse, 20
(1), 77–93. doi:10.1080/10538712.2011.541010

Burton, D., & Fleming, M. (1998). Psychometric examination of the sex offender
evaluation instrument. Poster for the National Conference of the Association for
the Treatment of Sexual Abusers, Vancouver, Canada

Burton, D., Miller, D., & Shill, C. (2002). A social learning theory comparison of the
sexual victimization of adolescent sexual offenders and nonsexual offending
male delinquents. Child Abuse & Neglect, 26(9), 893–907. doi:10.1016/S0145-
2134(02)00360-5

Burton, D., Nesmith, A., & Badten, L. (1997). Clinician’s view on sexually aggressive
children and their families: A theoretical exploration. Child Abuse & Neglect, 21
(2), 157–170. doi:10.1016/S0145-2134(96)00141-X

Chen, W., Propp, J., Delara, E., & Corvo, K. (2011). Child neglect and its association
with subsequent juvenile drug and alcohol offense. Child and Adolescent Social
Work Journal, 28, 273–290. doi:10.1007/s10560-011-0232-2

Creeden, K. (2013). Taking a developmental approach to treating juvenile sexual
behavior problems. International Journal of Behavioral Consultation and Ther-
apy, 8(3/4), 12–16. doi:10.1037/h0100977

Dallaire, D., & Wilson, L. (2010). The relation of exposure to parental criminal activity,
arrest, and sentencing to children’s maladjustment. Journal of Child & Family
Studies, 19(4), 404–418. doi:10.1007/s10826-009-9311-9

Duane, Y., Carr, A., Cherry, J., McGrath, K., & O’Shea, D. (2003). Profiles of the parents
of adolescent CSA perpetrators attending a voluntary outpatient treatment pro-
gramme in Ireland. Child Abuse Review, 12(1), 5–24. doi:10.1002/car.776

Dunn, M., Ilapogu, V., Taylor, L., Naney, C., Blackwell, R., Wilder, R., & Givens, C.
(2008). Self-reported substance use and sexual behaviors among adolescents in a
rural state. Journal of School Health, 78(11), 587–593. doi:10.1111/josh.2008.78.
issue-11

Elgar, F. J., Knight, J., Worrall, G. J., & Sherman, G. (2003). Attachment characteristics
and behavioural problems in rural and urban juvenile delinquents. Child Psy-
chiatry & Human Development, 34(1), 35–48. doi:10.1023/A:1025349908855

Elliott, I. A., Eldridge, H. J., Ashfield, S., & Beech, A. R. (2010). Exploring risk:
Potential static, dynamic, protective and treatment factors in the clinical histories
of female sex offenders. Journal of Family Violence, 25(6), 595–602.
doi:10.1007/s10896-010-9322-8

Ferguson, K. (2009). Exploring family environment characteristics and multiple abuse
experiences among homeless youth. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 24(11),
1875–1891. doi:10.1177/0886260508325490

Ford, M. E., & Linney, J. (1995). Comparative analysis of juvenile sexual offenders,
violent nonsexual offenders, and status offenders. Journal of Interpersonal Vio-
lence, 10(1), 56–70. doi:10.1177/088626095010001004

Forman, E., & Davies, P. (2003). Family instability and young adolescent maladjust-
ment: The mediating effects of parenting quality and adolescent appraisals of
family security. Journal of Clinical Child and Adolescent Psychology, 32(1), 94–
105. doi:10.1207/S15374424JCCP3201_09

Family Stability, Attachment, and Youth Sex Offending 655

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10538712.2011.541010
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0145-2134(02)00360-5
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0145-2134(02)00360-5
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0145-2134(96)00141-X
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10560-011-0232-2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/h0100977
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10826-009-9311-9
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/car.776
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/josh.2008.78.issue-11
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/josh.2008.78.issue-11
http://dx.doi.org/10.1023/A:1025349908855
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10896-010-9322-8
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0886260508325490
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/088626095010001004
http://dx.doi.org/10.1207/S15374424JCCP3201%5F09


Freeman, N., & Sandler, J. (2008). Female and male sex offenders: A comparison of
recidivism patterns and risk factors. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 23(10),
1394–1413. doi:10.1177/0886260508314304. Retrieved from EBSCOhost.

Goodrow, K., & Lim, M. (1998). Attachment theory applied to juvenile sex offending.
Journal of Offender Rehabilitation, 27(1/2), 149–165. doi:10.1300/
J076v27n01_11

Grant, R., Gracy, D., Goldsmith, G., Shapiro, A., & Redlener, I. (2013). Twenty five
years of child and family homelessness: Where are we now? American Journal
of Public Health, 103(S2), e1–10. doi:10.2105/AJPH.2013.301618

Gullone, E., & Robinson, K. (2005). The inventory of parent and peer attachment-
revised (IPPA-R) for children: A psychometric investigation. Journal of Clinical
Psychology & Psychotherapy, 12, 67–79. doi:10.1002/cpp.433

Johansson-Love, J., & Fremouw, W. (2009). Female sex offenders: A controlled
comparison of offender and victim/crime characteristics. Journal of Family
Violence, 24(6), 367–376. doi:10.1007/s10896-009-9236-5

Johnson, L., Ketring, S., & Abshire, C. (2003). The revised inventory of parent and
peer attachment: Measuring attachment in families. Contemporary Family Ther-
apy, 25(3), 333–349. doi:10.1023/A:1024563422543

Katsiyannis, A., Zhang, D., Barrett, D. E., & Flaska, T. (2004). Background and
psychosocial variables associated with recidivism among adolescent males: A
3-year investigation. Journal of Emotional & Behavioral Disorders, 12(1), 23–29.
doi:10.1177/10634266040120010301

Kennedy, T., Edmonds, W., Dann, K., & Burnett, K. (2011). The clinical and adaptive
features of young offenders with histories of child-parent violence. Journal of
Family Violence, 25, 509–520. doi:10.1007/s10896-010-9312-x

Lehmann, M. (2008). Attachment status in juveniles who sexually offend. Dissertation
Abstracts International, 69, 5821. Retrieved from. EBSCOhost.

Letourneau, E., Bandyopadhyay, D., Sinha, D., & Armstrong, K. (2009). Effects of sex
offender registration policies on juvenile justice decision making. Sex Abuse: A
Journal of Research & Treatment (Sage), 21(2), 149–165.

Lian, B., & Bolland, J. (2014). Perceptions of parental figure stability among adoles-
cents in low income neighborhoods. North American Journal of Psychology, 16
(3), 463–479.

Marcynyszyn, L., Evans, G., & Eckenrode, J. (2008). Family instability during early and
middle adolescence. Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology, 29(5), 380–
392. doi:10.1016/j.appdev.2008.06.001

Marini, V., Leibowitz, G., Burton, D., & Stickle, T. (2014). Victimization, substance use
and sexual aggression in male adolescent sexual offenders. Criminal Justice and
Behavior, 41(5), 635–649. doi:10.1177/0093854813507567

Marshall, W. L. (1989). Intimacy, loneliness and sexual offenders. Behaviour Research
and Therapy, 27(5), 491–504. doi:10.1016/0005-7967(89)90083-1

Marshall, W.Hudson, S., & Hodkinson, S. (1993). The importance of attachment bonds
in the development of juvenile sex offending. In The Juvenile Sex Offender,
Barbaree, Marshall & Hudson (Eds.), pp. 164–181, New York, Guilford Press.

Marshall, W. L., & Mazzucco, A. (1995). Self-esteem and parental attachments in child
molesters. Sexual Abuse: Journal of Research and Treatment, 7(4), 279–285.
doi:10.1007/BF02256832

656 M. V. Felizzi

http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0886260508314304
http://dx.doi.org/10.1300/J076v27n01%5F11
http://dx.doi.org/10.1300/J076v27n01%5F11
http://dx.doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2013.301618
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/cpp.433
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10896-009-9236-5
http://dx.doi.org/10.1023/A:1024563422543
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/10634266040120010301
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10896-010-9312-x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.appdev.2008.06.001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0093854813507567
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/0005-7967(89)90083-1
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/BF02256832


Merrick, M. T., Litrownik, A. J., Everson, M. D., & Cox, C. E. (2008). Beyond sexual
abuse: The impact of other maltreatment experiences on sexualized behaviors.
Child Maltreatment, 13(2), 122–132. doi:10.1177/1077559507306715

Miccio-Fonseca, L. (2014). Family lovemap, intimacies and sexually related abuse risk
variables. Journal of Forensic Practice, 16(1), 3–17. doi:10.1108/JFP-03-2013-0019

Miner, M., Robinson, B., Knight, R., Berg, D., Romine, R., & Netland, J. (2010).
Understanding sexual perpetration against children: Effects of attachment style,
interpersonal involvement and hypersexuality. Sexual Abuse: A Journal of
Research and Treatment, 22(1), 58–77.

Nabi, R., & Riddle, K. (2008). Personality traits, television viewing, and the cultivation
effect. Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media, 52(3), 327–348. doi:10.1080/
08838150802205181

National Center for Missing and Exploited Children. (2009). Sex offenders in the
United States, 2008. [Data file]. Retrieved November 30, 2013, from www.mis
singkids.com

Noshpitz, J. D. (1994) Self-destructiveness in adolescence: Psychotherapeutic issues.
American Journal of Psychotherapy , 48(3), 347. Retrieved from EBSCOhost.

Pardeck, J. T. (2005). An exploration of child maltreatment among homeless families:
Implications for family policy. Early Child Development & Care, 175(4), 335–342.
doi:10.1080/0300443042000244019

Puzzanchera, C., Adams, B., & Sickmund, M. (2010). Juvenile court statistics 2006-
2007. Washington, DC: United States Office of Juvenile Justice and Prevention.

Rich, P. (2006). Attachment and sexual offending: Understanding and applying
attachment theory to the treatment of juvenile sexual offenders. New York: Wiley.

Riggs, S. A. (2010). Childhood emotional abuse and the attachment system across the
life cycle: What theory and research tell us. Journal of Aggression, Maltreatment
& Trauma, 19(1), 5–51. doi:10.1080/10926770903475968

Ryan, G., & Lane, S. (Eds). (1997). Juvenile sexual offending: Causes, consequences,
and correction (2nd ed.). San Francisco, CA: Jossey Bass.

Schroeder, R. D., Osgood, A. K., & Oghia, M. J. (2010). Family transitions and juvenile
delinquency. Sociological Inquiry, 4, 579. doi:10.1111/j.1475-682X.2010.00351.x

Seto, M. C., & Lalumière, M. L. (2010). What is so special about male adolescent
sexual offending? A review and test of explanations through meta-analysis.
Psychological Bulletin, 136(4), 526–575. doi:10.1037/a0019700

Shulman, E., & Cauffman, E. (2011). Coping while incarcerated: A study of male
juvenile offenders. Journal of Research on Adolescence, 21(4), 818–826.
doi:10.1111/jora.2011.21.issue-4

Smallbone, S. W., & Dadds, M. R. (1998). Childhood attachment and adult attachment
in incarcerated adult male sex offenders. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 13
(5), 555–573. doi:10.1177/088626098013005001

Smith, C. A., & Stern, S. B. (1997). Delinquency and antisocial behavior: A review of
family processes and intervention research. Social Service Review, 71(3), 382–
420. doi:10.1086/ssr.1997.71.issue-3

Stinson, J. D., Sales, B. D., & Becker, J. V. (2008). Social learning theories. In Sex
offending: Causal theories to inform research, prevention, and treatment, Jill D.
Stinson, Bruce D. Sales, and Judith V. Becker (Eds.). (pp. 77–91). Washington,
DC: American Psychological Association.

Family Stability, Attachment, and Youth Sex Offending 657

http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1077559507306715
http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/JFP-03-2013-0019
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/08838150802205181
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/08838150802205181
http://www.missingkids.com
http://www.missingkids.com
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0300443042000244019
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10926770903475968
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1475-682X.2010.00351.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/a0019700
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/jora.2011.21.issue-4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/088626098013005001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1086/ssr.1997.71.issue-3


Thornton, J., Stevens, G., Grant, J., Indermaur, D., Chamarette, C., & Halse, A. (2008).
Intrafamilial adolescent sex offenders: Family functioning and treatment. Journal
of Family Studies, 14(2–3), 362–375. doi:10.5172/jfs.327.14.2-3.362

Tyler, K., & Melander, L. (2010). Foster care placement, poor parenting, and negative
outcomes among homeless young adults. Journal of Child & Family Studies, 19,
787–794. doi:10.1007/s10826-010-9370-y

Tyler, K., & Schmitz, R. (2013). Family histories and multiple transitions among
homeless young adults: Pathways to homelessness. Children & Youth Services
Review, 35(10), 1719–1726.

United States Department of Justice. (2014). National sex offender public website.
Retrieved from http://www.nsopw.gov/en/Education/FactsStatistics

United States Department of Justice: Federal Bureau of Investigation. (2010). 2010
Uniform crime reports. Retrieved from www.fbi.gov/ucr/10ucis

Van Der Put, C., Van Vugt, E., Stams, G., & Hendriks, J. (2014). Psychosocial and
developmental characteristics of female adolescents who have committed sexual
offenses. Sexual Abuse: A Journal of Research and Treatment, 26(4), 330–342.
doi:10.1177/1079063213492342

Van Wijk, A., Blokland, A., Duits, N., Vermeiren, R., & Harkink, J. (2007). Relating
psychiatric disorders, offender and offence characteristics in a sample of adoles-
cent sex offenders and non-sex offenders. Criminal Behaviour & Mental Health,
17(1), 15–30. doi:10.1002/(ISSN)1471-2857

Van Wijk, A. H., Vreugdenhil, C., Van Horn, J., Vermeiren, R., & Doreleijers, T. H.
(2007). Incarcerated Dutch juvenile sex offenders compared with non-sex offen-
ders. Journal of Child Sexual Abuse, 16(2), 1–21. doi:10.1300/J070v16n02_01

Wijkman, M., Bijleveld, C., & Hendriks, J. (2010). Women don’t do such things!
Characteristics of female sex offenders and offender types. Sexual Abuse: A
Journal of Research & Treatment (Sage), 22(2), 135–156. doi:10.1177/
1079063210363826

AUTHOR NOTE

Dr. Marc Felizzi has spent over 20 years working with and researching
children, adolescents, and their families. He has examined the effects of family
violence, juvenile violence, and the consequences of family instability on
youth. Dr. Felizzi is an assistant professor in the Department of Social Work
at Millersville University of Pennsylvania, where he teaches human behavior
in the social environment, family violence, social work research, social work
practice and youth violence and corrections. He has also taught classes in
conjunction with the master of science in emergency management program in
emergency mental health and trauma. Dr. Felizzi also has a thriving clinical
practice in Wilmington, Delaware, where he works with children, adolescents,
and their families.

658 M. V. Felizzi

http://dx.doi.org/10.5172/jfs.327.14.2-3.362
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10826-010-9370-y
http://www.nsopw.gov/en/Education/FactsStatistics
http://www.fbi.gov/ucr/10ucis
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1079063213492342
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/(ISSN)1471-2857
http://dx.doi.org/10.1300/J070v16n02%5F01
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1079063210363826
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1079063210363826

	Abstract
	INTRODUCTION
	JUVENILE SEX OFFENDING
	PARENT OR CAREGIVER INSTABILITY
	ATTACHMENT AND JUVENILE SEX OFFENDERS
	ATTACHMENT AND JUVENILE NON-SEXUAL OFFENDERS
	METHODS
	Characteristics of the Sample Population
	Study/Research Design
	Sample and Data Collection Procedures
	Instrumentation
	Demographic Questionnaire
	Self-Report Sexual Aggression Scale (SERSAS)
	Parent/Caregiver Instability
	Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment (IPPA)


	RESULTS
	Number of Assaults and Victims
	Outcome Variable: Juvenile Sex Offending
	Independent Variables: Parent or Caregiver Instability and Parental Attachment
	Correlation Analysis
	Multivariate Analysis

	DISCUSSION
	IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE
	LIMITATIONS
	CONCLUSIONS
	ORCID
	REFERENCES
	Author Note

