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Abstract 

FEMALE JUVENILE SEX OFFENDERS: COMMITTING CRIMES AGAINST CHILDREN 

Tracey Atkinson 

Under the Supervision of Dr. Patricia Bromley 

 

 Researchers continue to study female juvenile sex offenders and the prevalence of their 

offending patterns.  This is in part because the rate at which female juvenile sex offenders 

commit sexual acts of violence is on the rise in the United States.  The stigma that only males 

commit such acts of sexual violence is false and therefore, needs to be brought to the attention of 

schools, communities and the public, in order to keep children safe. This paper attempts to prove, 

through statistical data, that female juvenile sex offenders are just as dangerous as male 

offenders.   
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 Chapter One: Introduction                                                           

 

 Chances are, when a person hears the word “child molester,” the picture of an older male 

comes to mind.  This is because the media have drawn attention to predominately male 

perpetrators.  What the media have not done is show the other perpetrators.  These are the female 

perpetrators and they include females under age 18.  Female juvenile sex offenders are children 

committing sexual acts against children.  People ask if this is even possible and the answer is 

absolutely.   It is not as common or prevalent as male sex offenses, but it does happen and that is 

what each community and school system needs to know.  To keep kids safe from female juvenile 

sex offenders, the public needs to know that young females commit these crimes too.   

Statement of the Problem 

There is a lot of information on websites, in newspapers, on television and in the schools 

about adult male sex offenders, but what are the characteristics and nature of female sex 

offenders?  Unfortunately, there is little media attention on female sex offenders, especially 

juvenile female sex offenders.    Information needs to be available worldwide that females 

commit these sexual acts of violence against children too.   

Purpose of the Research 

 The purpose of this research is to provide a report that may be used to bring greater 

awareness to the public about female child molesters and the dangers people may be  
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unintentionally placing their children in because of stereotypes, myths and misconceptions that 

child molesters are only adults and male.   

Delimitations of the Research 

The research was conducted through the Karrmann library (University of Wisconsin-

Platteville) and the Janesville Public Library over a period of 61 days.  Primary research was 

conducted via the Internet through EBSCO Host with ERIC, Academic Search Elite, Google, 

Google Scholar and Questia.  Key search topics included “female sex offenders”, “female child 

molesters”, “statistics of female sex crimes” and “childhood experiences of a female sexual 

offender”. 
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Chapter Two: Review of Literature 

 When the public hears the words “female juvenile sex offender”, the shock value 

increases a million times.  This is because society worldwide is not accustomed to hearing about 

females committing sex crimes against children, let alone a juvenile committing the crime.  The 

fact is that out of the 20% of sexual offenses committed in the United States by adolescents, 5-

7% of the offenses are committed by females (Kolko, Bukstein, & Brown, 1999).  The rate at 

which female juvenile sex offenders are committing these types of crimes and the frequency of 

these crimes being reported is on the rise.    In addition, arrest rates for sexual offenses and rapes 

committed by adolescent females appear to be increasing more rapidly than those of males.  

These rates increased by 39.9% and 14.8% for sexual offending and rape, respectively, between 

1988 and 1997 as compared to an increase by male juvenile sexual offenders of 9.4% and 6.3% 

(Kubik, Hecker & Righthand, 2002).    Researchers still have not found out why these rates have 

increased, but many believe it is a combination of a growing awareness of female juveniles 

sexually offending and the willingness to hold these females accountable for their actions.   

Progress is being made slowly, because little research has been done on female juvenile sex 

offenders.  There have been fewer than 10 studies conducted on female juvenile sex offenders in 

the United States.   Out of these studies, there is documentation to support the characteristics of a 

female juvenile sex offender, types of sex offenders, motives for sex offending, descriptions of 

the victims and the crimes committed against them and what type of information and further 

studies need to be conducted to further assess female juvenile sex offenses. 
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Characteristics 

What kind of child could commit sexual acts against another child?  Although research is 

scarce for female juvenile sex offenders, there is some data about the characteristics of female 

juvenile sex offenders.  Contributing to characteristics of female juvenile sex offenders are  

childhood experiences, family influence on the offender, mental health and other negative  

influences on the offender.   

According to the National Center on Sexual Behavior of Youth (Schmidt & Pierce, 2004, 

cited in NCSBY, 2004), female adolescent sex offenders are defined as females from ages 13-17 

who commit illegal sexual behavior against children.  Specifically, studies such as one conducted 

by Araji in 1997 (cited in Vick, McRoy & Matthews, 2002), indicated that the modal age for 

children who were sexually aggressive was between the ages of six and nine years old.    Girls, 

on average, tend to perpetrate victims at a younger age than boys (females 6.7 years old versus 

males 8.7).  

All of the female juvenile sex offenders reported a history of sexual abuse, most by 

multiple perpetrators, and sixty percent of perpetrators were female (Roe-Sepowitz & Krysik, 

2008).  Most have a history of depression, suicide ideation, anxiety and poor self-concept.  

 Many come from families that are either single parent or are dysfunctional and chaotic.  

Neglect, both physical and emotional, is a common factor.  Alcohol and drug abuse is common 

among the parents.  Research carried out by Ray and English (1995) shows that a relatively high  
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number of female juvenile sex offenders suffer neurotic episodes.  Bedwetting was identified                                                                                

symptom. It affects thirty-nine point five percent of female juvenile sex offenders.  Depression 

and suicide attempts were among sixty-nine point two percent of female juvenile sex offenders 

(Hendricks & Bijleveld, 2006). 

Other characteristics of female juvenile sex offenders include educational and behavioral 

problems, feelings of social isolation and various psychopathologies (Lowenstein, 2006).  They 

often have peer relationship problems, a history of alcohol and drug abuse, prior arrests, and 

involvement with prostitution (Roe-Sepowitz & Krysik, 2008). Female juvenile sex offenders 

may have experienced frequent movement of the family system, constant changes in school 

systems, parental discord such as divorce, as well as disorganized or unstructured parenting.   

These are all contributing factors for a female juvenile to act out in an aggressive and sexual way 

(Hanser & Mire, 2008). 

According to a study conducted by Fehrenback and Monastersky (1988), adolescent 

female sex offenders tend to commit sex offenses on their own, without an accomplice (as cited 

in Hendricks & Bijleveld, 2006).   Although girls tend to be more sexually aggressive, they are 

less likely to commit acts of rape (Ray & English, 2008).  A different study of the same concept 

(Taylor, 2003) indicates that 16% of female adolescent sex offenders had an accomplice (Taylor, 

2003 as cited in Hendricks & Bijleveld, 2006). 

Types of Sex Offenders 

Studies suggest there are three different kinds of female juvenile sex offenders.  Mathews 

(1987) and Mathews, Hunter and Vuz (1997) identified three different offender types.   
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The first type is a somewhat curious adolescent abuser who has a relatively normal 

family life history and low levels of psychopathology.  An example of this type of offender 

would be a lone offender in a babysitting type of setting.  This would give the impression that the 

offense was an “accident” or was part of bathing and the abuser would more likely be able to get 

away with this for a long period of time (Mathews 1987; Mathews, Hunter & Vuz, 1997). 

The second type of offender is one who acts independently and has had a higher level of 

dysfunctional family life history, and moderate to high levels of psychopathology and sexual 

victimization experiences (Mathews 1987; Mathews, Hunter & Vuz, 1997).  The sexual acting 

out seems to be a direct result of her own experiences as a victim. This results in a need to 

control which can be satisfied by perpetrating abuse.  This type of abuse will most likely be 

incestuous.  This type of abuser has a very hard time establishing normal relationships.  This type 

of offender will also be more likely to be violent and perpetrate the same victims over and over 

again.  They may also have multiple victims, unlike the previous type of offender. 

The last type of female juvenile sex offender is described as the male-coerced offender 

(Mathews 1987; Mathews, Hunter & Vuz, 1997).  This male counterpart is most likely a 

boyfriend.  The female juvenile sex offender is coerced by another person to engage in the 

abusive behavior.  These perpetrators are dependent, isolated and have low self-esteem.   

Motivations for Offending 

Young female sex offenders may be children who have experienced a remarkably high 

level of developmental trauma in the absence of environmental support (Matthews, Hunter &  
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Vuz, 1997).  Johnson (1989) found that few if any young female sex offenders were looking for 

sexual satisfaction, but instead desired a decrease in feelings of anger, confusion, anxiety, shame 

and loneliness (Vick, McRoy & Matthews, 2002).  In childcare situations where “accidental” 

sexually motivated touching may be difficult to prove, female sexual offenders can justify their 

behavior more easily, and continue to play the role of caretaker/helper.  In one study, 92% of 

female sexual abuse cases involved abuse in a case situation (Bumby and Bumby, 1997, cited in 

Vick, McRoy, Hendricks, & Bijleveld, 2006).  Findings also suggest that the sexual abuse of 

children by some adolescent offenders may be a re-enactment of their own sexual abuse 

(Lowenstein, 2006). 

Victims 

The target victims for female juvenile sex offenders are significantly younger and can be 

males and females, only males, or only females.  The National Center on Sexual Behavior of 

Youth (NCSBY) indicates that the typical victim of a female juvenile sex offender is 5 years old 

(Schmidt & Pierce, 2004).  Studies conducted to determine victim gender preference shows great 

variation.  One study indicates female juvenile sex offenders chose girls as victims more so than 

boys.  A second study indicates boys were twice as likely as a girl to be a victim.  A third study 

indicates both sexes as a preference for a victim (Hendricks & Bijleveld, 2006) 

Bumby and Bumby (as cited in Hendriks & Bijleveld, 2006) found that 75% of 

adolescent female sex offenders’ victims were related to the offender (i.e. sibling, cousin).   

According to Araji (as cited in Vick, McRoy & Matthews, 2002), a common victim of a sexually 

aggressive child is another sibling who is considered the favorite by the parents. This sibling  
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often does well in school and receives the affection of their parents (Peter, 2009).  Ninety-two 

percent of cases involved abuse in a care situation, such as babysitting.  Victims who are not 

related to the perpetrator were reported as peers, friends and neighbors.  There is no data to 

indicate victimization of strangers (Roe-Sepowitz & Krysik). 

 Fehrenbach and Monastersky (as cited in Hendricks & Bijleveld, 2006), found that 

14.3% of the adolescent female sex offenders, in their study, had committed more than one 

offense against the same child.  Cavanagh and Johnson (as cited in Hendricks & Bijleveld, 

2006), reported an average of 3.5 victims per offender (Hendricks & Bijleveld, 2006).    These 

victims tend to come from lower socio-economic status homes, however, one out of five victims 

of female-perpetrated sexual abuse come from middle class homes (Peter, 2009). 

Types of Crimes 

Similar to male offending, female juvenile sex offenders commit various sexual acts 

against children.  These sexual acts include attempting to touch or actually touching or fondling 

of the breasts and/or genitals (on top of or under clothing), oral, vaginal or anal intercourse. or 

penetration (with or without objects).   

 Over half the girls in Fehrenbach and Morastersky’s (cited in Kubik & Hecker, 1995 & 

Righthand, 2002) sample of female perpetrators had been referred for rape, which was defined 

by the authors as anal or vaginal intercourse or penetration with objects or fingers.  In a similar 

study, in 2002 by Hunter et al (cited in Kubik & Hecker, 2005) reported that most of the girls in 

their sample had engaged in vaginal intercourse and oral sex with their victims, and all had 

engaged in fondling. 



 

                     9 

Data is contradictory as to whether victims were coerced or physically forced by the 

offender.  Marvesti (1986) argued that sexual abuse by a female usually is nonviolent compared 

to male perpetrated sexual abuse (as cited in Peter, 2002).  Johnson’s (1989) study of 

interfamilial sexual offenses perpetrated by adolescent females revealed verbal coercion was 

used 54% of the time, physical coercion was used 15% of the time, excessive physical violence 

was used 23% of the time and 8% of the victims were too young to resist or understand what was 

happening (as cited in Vick, McRoy & Matthews, 2002). 

Risk Assessment & Evaluations 

According to the National Center on Sexual Behavior of Youth Fact Sheet, there is no 

current scientifically validated system or test to determine which female adolescent sex offenders 

pose a high risk of recidivism.  There are a number of risk assessment tools for male adolescent 

sex offenders, but because female adolescent sex offenders are not as prevalent, they are an 

unknown group of offenders.   

The male risk assessment tools used today should not be used on female offenders for a 

number of reasons.  First, it is possible that the relevance of certain risk factors for female sex 

offender recidivism rates would be over-estimated. Second, it is possible that factors that may be 

unique to female adolescent sex offender recidivism would be under-estimated or not identified.   

Because a risk assessment tool has not been developed for female adolescent sex offenders, each 

decision made for female sex offenders regarding treatment and placement should be on a case-

by-case basis.  This is required to ensure that the specific needs are being met for each individual 

offender (Schmidt & Pierce, 2004). 
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In place of an official assessment tool designed specifically for female juvenile sex 

offenders (because this has not be developed) are two questionnaire evaluations that are 

frequently used.  These two questionnaires are a Self-Report Questionnaire (Abel Cognition 

Scale) and the Adolescent Cognition Scale (ACS).  The Self-Report Questionnaire, like other 

forms of testing used on female juvenile sex offenders, is highly criticized because of poor 

validity.  The intention is to measure how distorted a person’s thinking is about sexually 

offending (Kubik & Hecker, 2005).  The ACS is another form for evaluating sex offenders, but it 

is mainly used on males.  This scale is a 32 item true-false questionnaire developed to assess the 

minimizations and justifications that adolescent sex offenders use to excuse their behaviors.  In 

this assessment, the juvenile must either endorse or reject statements pertaining to their sexual 

attitudes, behaviors or values (Kubik & Hecker, 2005). 

 Open interviewing, phallometric and polygraph assessments, personality tests and 

structured and unstructured interviews are all evaluations that may be used with female juvenile 

sex offenders.  All are highly criticized (Lowenstein, 2006).  They do not provide proper validity 

and they lack accuracy.  The answers tend to be prompted or based on option answered (multiple 

choice) questions.  A number of these tests will not indicate that the offender is suffering from 

underlying mental health issues and that is extremely important for the treatment for these types 

of offenders.   These tests are also used for male offenders and should not be used on female 

offenders because female offenders tend to have underlying issues that male offenders do not.  

These underlying issues and treatment areas most common for females  

                    



 

        11 

but not males include relationship development, sexual health and posttraumatic stress disorder 

(Schmidt & Pierce, 2004).   

Research also has indicated that most of the assessment tools used on juvenile sex 

offenders tend to be borrowed from the adult offender programs.  This too, may not prove 

adequate or successful when used on juvenile offenders.   

Counseling and Therapy Approaches 

A survey completed by several psychologists, psychiatrists and mental health 

professionals indicated that the use of cognitive behavioral therapy and group therapy seemed to 

be the best option for this type of clientele.  These professionals also listed the following topics 

for therapy and/or counseling sessions: re-direction techniques, processes own victimization 

history in order to end the cycle of abuse, confrontation, addressing denial, teaching empathy 

towards victims, teaching anger management and social skills, relapse prevention, teaching 

sexual abuse and the cycle of violence, building self-esteem, cognitive restructuring, changing 

sexual arousal patterns, teaching respect for self and others, sex education, building healthy 

relationships, and assertiveness training.  All of these were examples of the types of therapy and 

counseling approaches taken with female juvenile sex offenders.  All of the professionals who 

took the survey indicated that they used a specific treatment model for these type of offenders as 

well.  
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Treatment Options 

For this type of offender population, it is common that a treatment facility or provider 

uses an adult treatment program or approach.  This is because there is not a specific treatment 

program designed just for female juvenile offenders at this time.   Most of the treatment 

programs that have been developed are geared towards male offenders and specifically adults.  

This indicates a drastic change needs to be made to include the female juvenile sex offender 

population.  Research has indicated that they have different treatment needs and counseling 

needs than males.   

 Typical treatment options at this time for female juvenile sex offenders include 

psychiatric hospitals to address other mental health needs as well as the actual sexual offense, 

inpatient and outpatient treatment facilities, residential treatment facilities, private practice 

counseling, therapy or treatment from a non-profit organization.  All of these types of treatment 

options are available to female juvenile sex offenders.  The purpose of the treatment options is to 

get the offender the counseling and support they need, the therapy and interventions they need 

and any other assistance that can be provided so that they do not relapse and reoffend.   
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Chapter Three: Conclusion and Implication 

The rate of female juvenile sex offenses is on the rise. These offenders can be just as 

dangerous and violent as male offenders.  They are a hidden population of offenders that needs 

to be exposed to the media and the world, so people will realize the potential threat young 

children can be placed in.     

Many people are not aware that female juvenile sex offenders exist.  This is because they 

comprimise such a low percentage of sex offenders, but that is where the danger lies.  People do 

not think a child can commit an act of sexual violence against a child, but it happens and it 

happens more than is reported.  This is especially true when this type of offense happens within a 

family setting.  This is the main target group of victims, according to research. 

Another reason that people are not aware of female juvenile sex offenders is because 

accounts of their cases are very rarely put in the media.   The media are quick to run a story on a 

male sex offender and this is why when people hear the word, “sex offender,” they automatically 

assume it is an adult male.   The media do not ordinarily portray a sex offender as being female 

or juvenile, not because female offenders do not exist, but because their offenses are so rarely 

reported that they rarely make it to the worldwide news as they should.  If the media were to 

delve more deeply into acts of female juvenile sex offenders or even juvenile sex offenders and 

then include females, it would shed light on dangers that are present in many homes, schools, 

workplaces, daycares and other organizations that are responsible to protect children.  It would 

make people see that it is a problem that exists, it is a problem that needs to be addressed and it is 

a population of offenders that our children need to be protected from.   The media could do 
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wonders to bring this whole problem area to light for the world to see.   If more people were 

aware of this growing population of sex offenders, there would be more done to get research 

going fast to figure out how to properly work with this population and try to stop the cycle of re-

offending.   

 Up until the early 1980’s, research only included adult male sex offenders. Therefore, the 

assessment tools and treatment programs were only designed for males.  For many years, 

juvenile males were included in these types of programs, but to this day, females have not been.  

This causes concern that there are not materials available for the effective treatment and 

assessment of female juvenile sex offenders.  Researchers have neglected to ensure that mental 

health professionals can treat these offenders in a manner which is appropriate to their specific 

needs.  

 Research on female juvenile sex offenders would benefit the juvenile justice system as 

well.   It seems like these offenders have an extensive criminal history, but they also have a 

significant history of mental illness.  The courts have to determine how to deal with female 

juvenile sex offenders, by properly sentencing them or sending them for treatment.  The main 

question is, “what should we address first?”  Does the sex offense get addressed first?   Does the 

mental illness get addressed first?  Do the other crimes along with the sex offenses get addressed 

as well or should society just punish for the sex offense?  Do we lock the child up and throw 

away the key even though the child has experienced so much sexual abuse herself that she was 

just repeating the acts that were made against her at one point in her life?   These are tough 
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questions with no easy answers.  Nevertheless, society must face this reality.  Without  up-to-

date information from research showing how to properly handle this type of population, the 

crime rates for this population will continue to rise.   

 In summary, the rate of sexual offenses by girls is on the rise.  Society must recognize 

this phenomenon, study it, and develop a strategy for dealing with it.  Strategies may include 

mental health treatment to reduce the likelihood of reoffending.    
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