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Jeffrey S. Victor, “The Social Dynamics of Con-|

spiracy Rumors: From Satanic Panic to QAnon,”
46(4) Skeptical Inquirer 37 (July/Aug. 2022).

Text Excerpts: [p. 37:] “Almost all interpreta-
tions of conspiracy stories focus on the psycholo-
gy of personality, emphasizing personal beliefs,
motives, and preconceptions while ignoring their
social constructions in groups. This article in-
stead takes an alternative sociological approach,
one that focuses on the influences of history,
culture, and political crganization. The difference
between focusing on a conspiracy ‘theory’ and a
conspiracy ‘rumor’ is not purely semantic. One
person can have a theory, but a rumor requires
the participation of many people; it is a social
phenomenon. Social groups are driven by forces
beyond that of the individual personalities within
it. People in the mob that attacked the U.S.
Capitol on January 6, 2021 acted in ways that
individuals probably would not act alone. ...

[p. 38:] ...Satan is a powerful cultural symbol
for whatever, or whoever, causes the ultimate
evil, the most harmful, most powerful evil. It is
usually seen to be embodied in some widely
disliked out-group, believed to be followers of
Satan. These people become scapegoats for
the underlying anxieties and fear in a society.

...Conspiracy stories employing the symbol of
Satan will continue to be with us. As long as
there are many people who believe in Satan,
they will return again and again, albeit in mutated
forms.

The Social Context of Belief: Birds of a Feather
Flock Together

We can understand a rumor as a collaborative
process. ...A rumor is a collective group crea-
tion. It is a constantly evolving story that many
people contribute to during a time of ambiguity
and uncertainty about a matter of concern.
Rumors are usually spread by people who be-
lieve the stories but may also be spread by peo-
ple who are simply curious or by pranksters.

How can so many people believe in a bizarre
conspiracy rumcr? The usual answer is thai
belief is due to people's poor education or their
ignorance. However, the fact is that most of the
people who believe bizarre rumor stories hold
culturally based preoccupations that match the
basic assumptions of a particular conspiracy
story. We can all be seduced into believing a
specific rumor if the stories fit our preconcep-
tions. My research found, for example, people
who held a belief in Satan as the embodiment of
evil were most likely to give credibility to Satanic
cult crime rumors.  They were likely to believe
that followers of Satan commit horrendous
crimes, such as murdering virgins in ritual sacri-
fices. In comparison, people from different cul-
tures and religions who did not believe in the
existence of Satan did not give the rumor stories
any credibility.

Concretely, | was able to trace rumor communi-
cation networks by recognizing people's cultural
preconceptions. | became aware of different
communication networks only when | asked the
custodians at my college about the rumors. By

A Distorted World View, a la QAnon

way of a principle: different rumors travel in
different communication networks. People in
different communication networks live in different
social worlds, isolated from each other. Today,
that isolation has increased, because of the
internet. My research found that the communica-
tion networks of fundamentalist Protestants were
particularly (although not exclusively) likely fo
spread Satanic cult crime rumors: in churches
that | visited, in religious publications that | read,
and at conferences about Satanic cult crimes
that | attended (Victor 1994),

Another key to understanding why so many
people believe bizarre rumors is the social phe-
nomenon called the ‘consensual validation of
reality.” When people in a particular communica-
tion network hear the same stories over and over
again, or read about them on their computers or
smart phones, it becomes their reality. The
consensual validation of reality occurs in online
networks when people are enveloped in a homo-
geneous communication environment of family,
friends, neighbors, fellow churchgoers, and
Facebook ‘friends.’

...Networks of believers socially reinforce an

.| individual's belief in particular rumors.

...QAnon followers claim that there exists a
cabal of Satanic, cannibalistic pedophiles who
operate an international sex trafficking ring and
who control the United States government.
Many followers believe that Donald Trump will
save America from this evil.

QAnon conspiracy believers are an internet
community in which people collaborate in creat-
ing and passing on constantly evolving rumors,
..Different conspiracy theories are thrown into
the QAnon community like a lumpy stew. The
stew includes: Trump's 'Stolen Election’ lie, lies
about COVID-19 vaccinations, and even the
usual anti-Semitic parancia. Much of it appeals
to extreme right-wing preconceptions....

[p- 39:] So, who believes QAnon Satanic crime
conspiracy stories? A public opinion poll done
by the Public Religion Research Institute and
published in May 2021 provides some answers
(PRRI Staff 2021). The survey found that while
only 15% of Americans believe the QAncn sto-
ries, in certain religious subcultures a far larger
percentage believes them. About 25% of white
evangelical Protestants and 26% of Hispanic
protestants believe that Satan-worshipping pedo-
philes control the U.S. government, the media,
and financial institutions. In contrast, the stories

were believed by only 10 % of white mainline
Protestants, 11% of white Catholics, and 8% of
Jews. Several other social groups also have a
high percentage of people who believe the sto-
ries, such as Republicans and people who are
socially conservative. In other words, QAnon
rumors are spread mainly through the communi-
cation networks of fundamentalist Protestants
and other very conservative people.

...Today, conspiracy fears are being spread by
influential people, such as Donald Trump and
radio host Alex Jones, to gain money and power.
Millions of people saw on television, in real time,
a violent mob invade the United States Capitol
building. Yet many thousands beligve propagan-
da, promated by some right-wing politicians, that
they actually saw some anti-Trump, ‘antifa’ de-
monstrators,

Words Have Social Consequences

Another useful key to understanding bizarre
rumor stories is the social psychological principle
(called L.W. Thomas's theorem): if people believe
that something is real, it is real in its conse-
quences. And the consequences can be very
harmful. There is no way to determine the exact
number of innocent people who were harmed by
false accusations resulting from Satanic cult
rumors. However, various research efforts sug-
gest that the number is in the many thousands,
harmed by included threats of violence, false
accusations of crime, imprisonment of innocent
people, and destruction of families.

[p. 40:] ...There were also cases of children’s
daycare workers falsely accused and arrested for
so-called ritual sexual child abuse. ...People
falsely accused of sexual abuse of children by
Satanic cults numbered in the many thousands.
A study of 12,264 such accusations published in
1995 by the National Center on Child Abuse and
Neglect didn't find a single verifiable case
(Bottoms et al. 1996).

The QAnon conspiracy rumors are even more
dangerous because they pose a threat of large-
scale violence. One of the consequences of the
QAnon conspiracy stories was the mob assault
on the Capitol building, in an act of domestic
terrorism.  The presence of QAnon conspiracy
believers was evident in the crowds of QAnon
signs, amid Nazi swastika flags and Confederate
flags, proudly carried by members of the mob.
As a result of the attack, one attacker was shot
to death, one policeman died from a stroke, four
other policemen died from suicides shortly after-
ward, and over 100 were severely injured....

A Pressure Cooker Needs a Release Valve

A well-founded saciological principle suggests
that rapid social change causes widespread
social stress as people try to adjust to the chang-
es. The anxiety and stress, in turn, leads to the
search for scapegoats to blame for people’s daily
problems.  The conspiracy stories claim that
‘those people’ are to blame for our problems.

The most familiar case is that of the German
people after their defeat in World War 1, when
Germans experienced loss of jobs and evapora-
tion of their income due to widespread unem-




ployment, and hyperinflation, leading to
political conflict in the streets. The conspir-
acy stories blamed Jews, Communists, and
immigrants for people’s plight.

What social conditions and stress on
people’s lives can account for the return of
Satanic crime rumors among QAnon believ-
ers? The underlying anxiety that can help
us fo befter understand what is motivating
the QAnon believers is fear of unfamiliar
people caused by demographic changes in
the American population. There is a wide-
spread anxiety among white people in some
areas of our country where the ethnicity of
the population is undergoing rapid change.
Rumors spread the claim that ‘our country is
being taken over by pecple who are not real
| Americans' (meaning dark-skinned people,
immigrants who don't speak English, and
people who are not Christians). This fear of
replacement is an expression of White
ethnocentrism, or what has been called
white Christian nationalism. It is the fear
expressed indirectly in concerns from some
white parents about teaching about
‘diversity’ and about systemic racism in
public schools (falsely labeled ‘critical race
theory'). It is the fear expressed in the
claim, ‘They are taking over our country’
and implied in Trump's slogan “Make Ameri-
ca Great Again.’

There is some strong evidence of fear of
ethnic replacement among significant num-
bers of white people. Researchers at the
University of Chicago's Project on Security
and Threats studied the backgrounds of 193
people charged with crimes during the
violent attack on the Capitol on January 6,
2021 (Pape 2021).  Surprisingly, these
people had only one thing in common. |t
was not their socio-economic or educational
level or rural versus urban residence. They
were disproportionately white people from
counties where the white population was
rapidly declining and being replaced by
nonwhite people. Anyone who watched the
January 6, 2021, insurrection in television
could see clearly amid the QAnon signs,
that the mob comprised white people almost
exclusively (95% according to some esti-
mates).

[p. 411 Most marketing studies recom-
mend ‘informational’ approaches that rely
upon public relations techniques to cope
with rumormongers. This means providing
information to correct the false claims in
harmful rumors and highlight the benefits of
the company's products.  Unfortunately,
informational approaches are of little use in
trying to deal with nationwide conspiracy
rumaors.

An alternative might be termed a punitive
approach. Such an approach may employ
derogatory labeling to shame rumor-
mongers, civil lawsuits to target specific
groups, or even criminal prosecutions.

[The author cites the Procter and Gamble
Corp., which was the target of malicious
Satanic cult rumors in the 1980s, at the
height of the Satanic cult rumor movement.
Rumors included that P&G supposedly
donated money to the Satanic church. In
2007, P&G won a $19.25 million civil lawsuit
against four former Amway distributors P&
G competitors. Another example: the par-

ents of students murdered in the Sandy
Hook elementary school. They sued after
right-wing commentators claimed that the
shootings were a fake. In November 2021,
Alex Jones, one of the most vocal proclaim-
ers of this baseless rumor, was found liable
for damages for that rumormengering.]

...Attempts to control dangerous conspira-
¢y rumors must deal with them as a social
phenomenon and not simply an expression
of the personality quirks of individuals. This
means that they are anchored in communi-
cation networks that often have an ideologi-
cal or religious following. This in turn
means that managing dangerous conspira-
¢y rumors must combine ways of relieving
underlying causes of social stress in peo-
ple's lives and ways of punishing the most
outrageous promoters of harmful lies.”
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The Dunning-Kruger
Effect - Not Knowing
How Little You Know

Stuart Vyse, *Yes, the Dunning-Kruger
Effect Is Real,” 46(4) Skepfical Inquirer
(July/August 2022 at pp. 29-31

“Ignorant of your own ignorance. Fre-
quently applied in a palitical context, the
Dunning-Kruger (DK) effect has rapidly
become a famous psychological concept. It

describes a kind of double-whammy. If you
suffer from the DK effect, you know very
little about a subject -- but you also have the
false impression that you know considerably
more than you do. In a world where the
views of experts are regularly dismissed
(Nichols 2017) and many internet users
think they know more about medicine and
foreign relations than people who actually
studied those subjects in school, the DK
effect seems to explain a lot. People who
are unskilled or unschooled in a subject
also suffer from a ‘metacognitive deficit.
Metacognition is thinking about your own
thought processes, and it is separate from
the basic thinking you do while solving a
problem or taking a test. According to
Dunning and Kruger, people who are il
informed often don't know it....

The Basic Effect

In Study 2 of Kruger and Dunning's origi-
nal article (Kruger & Dunning 1999), the
authors gave college students a twenty-item
test of logical reasoning with questions
drawn from the Law School Admissions
Test. After completing the test, each stu-
dent was asked to rate their performance
relative to others on a percentile scale and
also to predict the number of items they got
correct. In presenting the results, Kruger
and Dunning grouped the participants into
quartiles (e.g., lowest 25 percent of scorers,
next 25 percent of scorers, etc.). The clas-
sic finding is shown in Figure 1 [below], a
hypothetical graph that | created on my
computer. People who scored low relative
to other people greatly overestimated how
well they did. Conversely, the people who
scored in the top quartile slightly underesti-
mated their performance. This kind of
finding has been replicated many times by
researchers in different laboratories with
tests on a variety of subjects.

...In a classic study, 60 percent of a sam-
ple of U.S. drivers said they were in the top
20 percentile of drivers on the dimension of
safely — a mathematical impossibility
(Svenson 1981)....

...Many people who lack knowledge in a
subject area suffer doubly: they are baoth
ignorant and ignorant of their ignorance.
This s a troubling idea. But perhaps the
hardest lesson to learn about the DK effect
...Is that this problem is not limited to some
other group of people safely off in the dis-
tance. Depending on

The Dunning-Kruger Effect

~-Perceived Ability

the area of expertise,
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Risk Assessments
Score Police Capture
& Are Comparative,
Not Quantifying Risk

Klingele, Cecelia, “Making Sense of Risk,"
38(3) Behavioral Sciences & the Law 218-
225 (May-June 2020).

Text Excerpfs: [p. 218-19:] “1. Introduc-
tion: The Need for Better Understanding of
Risk Assessment Tools

From street-level policing to correcticnal
supervison,! decision-makers throughout
the criminal justice system now use actuari-
al risk prediction instruments to make deci-
sions about how to manage individuals
suspected or convicted of criminal behavior.
The instruments they use vary in their par-
ticulars, but all use statistical modeling to
predict the future behavior of an aggregate
group of people with shared characteristics,
such as criminal history, age, sex, family
background, education, and employment .2

Most tools predict the probability that a
person with certain of these characteristics
will be rearrested or reconvicted....

[p. 21%:] An emerging body of literature
has begun fo assess and critique the use of
these instruments, raising concerns about
both their accuracy and faimess.4 ...[End
users of these tools - judges, lawyers, and
probation agents — often are given little
training in the limits of these instruments, an
omission that contributes to errors in how
the results of these tools are interpreted.

Former U.S, Circuit Judge Richard Posner
once observed that

The discomfort of the legal profession,

including the judiciary, with science and
technolegy is not a new phenomenon.
Innumerable are the lawyers who explain
that they picked law over a technical field
because they have a 'math block' — law
students as a group, seem peculiarly
averse to math and science. But it's in-
creasingly conceming, because of the
extracrdinary rate of scientific and other
technological advances that figure increas-
ingly in litigation.”

Risk assessment instruments provide a
powerful example of this phenomenon.
Despite the pervasiveness of actuarial risk
assessment tools, many legal practitioners
remain uneducated about even the most
rudimentary aspects of their design - in
part, no doubt, due to the broader legal
aversion to all things ‘actuarial’ or
‘algorithmic.”  This ignorance Is not harm-
less. Although legal professionals need not
possess the skills fo scrutinize every aspect
of risk calculation itself, In order o use
these tools in ways that promote equity and




justice, end users of these tools need to
possess a general understanding of how
risk prediction tools work and what they do
- and do not - reveal that has relevance to
the legal decisions they make.

This article attempts to clarify some of the
most common areas of misunderstanding
among legal practitioners by addressing
three simple points. First, risk assessments
predict capture, not conduct. Second, risk
categories are comparative, not absolute.
Third, risk is not always an important con-
sideration in  criminal justice decision-
making - particularly when the risk is re-
mote, minor, or of wholly unknown content.
...The discussion below is aimed at both
end users of these tools and at those who
train them, with the hope that providing
practitioners with a better understanding of
the legitimate uses and limitations of risk
prediction tools will ensure that they are
being used in ways that are consistent with
their intended purposes.

[pp. 219-20:] 2. What Risk Assessments
Measure: Predicting Capture, Not Conduct

Criminal justice system actors, from police
through parole board members, have been
predicting the ‘riskiness’ of people involved
in crime from time immemorial. For much of
this time, risk predictions have been the
product of professional judgment, informed
by the decision-makers' varied knowledge
of suspects' criminal and personal histories,
coupled with their conscious and uncon-
scious biases about the causes of repeated
criminal behavior.® This kind of unstruc-
tured, intuitive risk assessment remains
pervasive....

Nevertheless, human beings tend to be
both inconsistent and biased in their intui-
tive decisions.’ To combat these inconsist-
encies in human judgment - and the inequi-
ties they produce - standardized, structured
risk prediction fools have been used for well
over a century to promote evenhandedness
and accuracy in important criminal justice
decsions.!" And, while there is debate over
the accuracy of many of the instruments in
use today, studies suggest that many of the
most widely used risk prediction instruments
have been found to be more accurate at
predicting risk than unguided clinical judg-
ment'2 [although this isn't saying much,
given the utter error - as much as wrong
nine times out of ten - of unguided clinical
judgment].

Although some of these instruments at-
tempt to structure professional judgment,
the majority of the tools being adopted in
criminal justice settings are actuarial in their
design.”® Developers of these tools exam-
ine historical data about a target population
-- e.g., people being released from prison or
people on probation - and identify a finite
number of factors associated with the risk of
specific behaviors, such as non-appearance
in court, rearrest, or reconviction.'* Then,
using some of the factors found most pre-
dictive of the measured behavior in the
historical sample (such as a person's crimi-
nal history and age of first arrest), the tool
uses an algorithm to calculate the statistical
odds that a new individual in the target
population will go on to engage in the meas-
ured behavior."s The actuarial risk predic-

tion tocls used in courts and by correctional
agencies vary in their complexity and so-

phistication, with some newer tools account- |,

ing not only for static (i.e., inalterable) fac- &

tors such as sex and past conviction history,
but also for dynamic factors that are subject

to change, such as employment status and &

educational attainment.'s

In addition to tools that predict general
risks of rearrest or reconviction, some tools
attempt to differentiate between a person's
risk of committing any offense versus his
risk of committing a violent offense,!” In the

Police once again demonstrating that
arrest equals recidivism risk,

main, actuarial fools are less accurate in
predicting future violence than they are in
predicting general recidivism, in part be-
cause violence is a rarer (and therefore
more statistically aberrant) behavior.!8

[p. 221:] Typically, decision-makers will
understand the predicted risk to be a risk of
engaging in the predicted future behavior,
whether that be general criminal recidivism,
a specific kind of criminal behavior (such as
violent crime or sexual offending).... Im-
portantly, that is not what the instruments
actually predict.  Although risk tools are
often thought to predict conduct, they in fact
predict the risk of capture.

...Most risk prediction instruments used in
criminal cases calculate a person's aggre-
gate stafistical risk of being rearrested or
reconvicted for a crime;2® consequently,
their accuracy turns not on how likely a
person is to commit a new crime, but on
how likely the person is to be caught for
doing so.

Not surprisingly, the factors that predict
capture are not identical to the factors that
predict criminal conduct. For example, as a
statistical matter, minorities are more likely
to be arrested than are Whites.2! Men are
more likely to be arrested than women.22
People living in urban settings are more
likely to face arrest for domestic abuse than
people living in rural communities.? The
factors that predict capture are tied more
closely to the intensity of population surveil-
lance and ease of detection by police than
they are to the actual prevalence of the
criminal behaviors themselves. That means
that people at high risk of rearrest may be
no more crime-prone than a person at low
risk of rearrest. When deciding how much
weight to give to predictions of the likelihood
of future offending, decision-makers would
be wise to remember this essenfial limita-
tion on the predicted outcome.

[p. 222:] 3. Quantifying Risk: Compara-
tive, Not Absolute

Beyond the conduct-capture distinction, a
second point of misunderstanding for many
end-users of risk prediction tools is the
meaning of reported risk categories. Fun-
damentally, it must be emphasized that risk
is a relative concept, and its meaning will
vary depending on the attributes of any
sampled population and the cut-offs select-
ed by a prediction tool's developers.

Different risk prediction tools present their
results in different formats; however, it is
common practice to categorize a subject's
risk of a predicted behavior as 'low,
‘medium,’ or ‘high’ — or some variation on
that theme.24 In conversations and during
trainings with judges, lawyers, and correc-

tional officers, | frequently find that end
users assume each label has a fixed or
absolute meaning; that is, that the label 'low
risk' attaches to a very specific (though
unknown) mathematical likelihood that a
specific person will commit a crime. When |
informally survey audiences as to what
percentage points they think distinguish a
low-risk person from a medium- or high-risk
person, their answers vary dramatically,
with somie befieving that high risk begins as
low as a 30% likelihood of committing a
crime and others believing it signifies a 90%
or greater likelihood of committing a future
crime. The answer, of course, is that there
is no universal answer fo that question.
Each instrument operates differently, but
most report risk in a way that is not ground-
ed in any set level of mathematical certain-
ty, but rather in a way that simply compares
members of the sample population to one
another.

[pp. 222-23:] ...[R]isk labels can be mis-
leading, and their meaning is often unclear
and highly context-dependent. That point
matters for several reasons, not least of
which is the fact that many risk tools cur-
rently in use across the country were not
normed on local sample populations. De-
spite calls from researchers for jurisdictions
to periodically re-norm their tools for chang-
ing populations and sub-popualtions,? few
jurisdictions have done so, which means
that in those places where the tools has not
been tested on local populations, it may
lack validity. Moreover, even where the tool
has been normed within a large jurisdiction
{such as a state) there may be meaningful
differences between distinctive pepulations
within the larger jurisdiction that may alter
what it might mean to be low, medium, or
high risk in any particular place® The
failure to norm all risk assessment instru-
ments against local population samples
does not mean the tools are worthless, but
it does mean that end users need to be
aware of the limits of these tools and of the
information they provide when using these
tools to make decisions in individual cases.

[p. 224:] Decision-makers need to under-
stand that regardless of the predictive validi-
ty of the risk instrument itself, risk predic-
tions can never be considered apart from
the context in which they are being made.
No tool can, or ever will, be able to see the
future and tell us with precision what any
individual person will do in the future. It is
as impossible to know whether a person's
most recent conviction will be his last as it is
to accurately predict what we ourselves
may do in the future. The very best risk

3

prediction instruments currently available
can tell us which factors, on average, drive
capture and which people with certain

| characteristics similar to a particular offend-

er are statistically likely to be apprehended
doing in the future.® However, given the
variation of human behavior, no instrument

b3 can reliably predict whether any particular

person will go on to reoffend, or what spe-
cific form any future reoffense will take. 3+
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[Text Excerpts:] “Introduction

...pp. 2-3; We found that a complex mathe-
matical transformation was applied to [sex
offense] recidivism statistics in an official
US Department of Justice Report in a way
that contorts the data to fit with common
beliefs about recidivism, while the data
themselves, without the transformation, tell
a very different story. This transformation,
which is illusirated in Figure 2 below, results
in what we call the ‘BJS recidivism rate.’
The rate is comparable to the pre-
| Copernican epicycles [in the solar system]
in that it is net false but dislorts reality in a
way that causes misunderstandings and
errors in prediction. We quote a number of
legislators making statements founded on
the BJS recidivism rate, thereby propagat-
| ing these misunderstandings and prediction
errors,

It is a common belief that individuals
convicted of sexual crimes have high rates
of recidivism. In a study of public percep-
tions of sex crimes and the individuals who
commit them, Katz-Shiavone, Levenson,
and Ackerman{2008) found that 98% of
respondents believed that individuals con-
victed of sex crimes would inevitably repeat
them. Mancini and Mears found similar
results in their 2010 study. Here, 93% of
the public believed in the inevitability of
sexual recidivism no matter the amount of
punishment or intervention. This popular,
false belief is also found expressed in offi-
cial pronouncements of the people who
write our laws. In a study of policymakers’
views of this population, Sample and

Kadleck (2008) found that the common view
of a person convicted of a sex crime is that
of someone who is sick and cannot control
his urge to act out sexually.

...[S]everal reports, including government
reports and peer-reviewed studies have
found that sex-crime recidivism rates are
actually much lower than commonly be-
lieved (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2003;
Hanson & Bussiere, 19956; 1998; Hanson
& Morton-Bourgon, 2004; Hanson & Morton
-Bourgon, 2005; Harris & Hanson, 2004).
This is not new information, but has been
known since at least the 1950s (Tappan,
1950). )

...[T]lhe myth is ..furthered by lawmakers
in public settings and the very reports that
often show low recidivism rates for individu-
als convicted of sex crimes, but twist that
information to make it look like it shows the
opposite.

Recidivism means the repetition of illegal
behavior after one has been punished for a
crime. A fairly simple concept, it is compli-
cated by a variety of factors in how it is
measured. Some studies define recidivism
as repefition of the original crime while
others utilize a definition far more inclusive
of any new criminal action. Similarly, re-
searchers often set varying time periods to
assess recidivism; while one study might
utilize a three-year follow up period, another
might choose a five- or ten-year follow up
period, or longer. Despite these_differing
definitions and uses of the term recidivism,

who prey on children, like Amber, in com-
munities across the country. ...The repeat
crime rate for sex offenders is estimated to
be as much as ten times higher than the
recidivism rate of other criminals. ...[W]e
know that more than 40 percent of convict-
ed sex offenders will repeat their crimes.
We must begin fo act on the information
that we have.'

That statement is completely false, but it
and others like it provided the impetus for
harsh legislation that ignores sound re-
search on the recidivism rates of individuals
convicted of sexual offenses. Other similar
statements by numerous lawmakers
(examples cited below) based on the recidi-
vism reports discussed in this paper were
made in support of the Jacob Wetterling Act
(1994), Megan's Law (1996), the Pam
Lychner Act (1996), the PROTECT Act
(2003), and the Adam Walsh Act (2006).
Thus these reports are directly related to
current policy and procedure and are the
foundation for a quarter-century of legisla-
tion based on faulty claims.

[p. 5:] Before considering the findings of
recidivism studies, it is important to discuss
some definitional issues regarding repeat
crime rates. How recidivism is defined
ultimately influences how findings are inter-
preted. There are three major definitional
issues worth noting concerning calculating
recidivism. First, it is important to under-
stand some basic terminology:

General recidivism means that a person

itis the premise upon which both sex-crime
registries and sex-crime civil commitment
are based.

[p. 4] ...[W]e chose seven official govern-
ment reports that provide the most mislead-
ing information and which have been most
ufilized to guide government policy. We
address each of these seven reports on
their definitions of recidivism. We then seek
to resolve discrepancies and determine
what can legitimately be said about sex-
crime recidivism. To meet these aims we
first explore the issues surrounding defining
recidivism. Next, we summarize the availa-
ble research on sexual recidivism rates.
Finally, we discuss ...sex crimes vis-a-vis
our analysis and we offer suggesticns for
future research.

Recidivism and sex crimes

...There are several sources of data that
analyze sex-crime recidivism.  For the
purpose of this paper we focused on gov-
ernment reports and we determined that the
findings are mixed, but that the data are
often presented in a distorted fashion.

[pp. 4-5] Government reports, and in
particular the seven reports analyzed by
this paper, are key because they present
the very data upon which laws and policies
are based. Lawmakers are on the record
cifing these reports as evidence that the
United States must act swiftly to protect its
children from a group of individuals who will
inevitably repeat their crimes. One example
is the testimony of U.S. Senator Kay Bailey
Hutchison (R-Texas), who, in 1996, spoke
on the floor of the Senate and cited the BJS
recidivism rate (explained below) in the
following statement: 'We do know several
unpleasant facts about sexual predators

convicted of a crime subsequently com-
mits another crime of any kind.

Specialized recidivism means that a per-

son convicted of a crime subsequently
commits another crime of the same kind,
such as a person convicted of robbery
committing another robbery.

Sexual recidivism means that as person
convicted of a crime subsequently commits
a sex crime. (Note that for a person whose
previous crime was sexual, specialized
recidivism is the same as sexual recidi-
vism.)

pp. [5-6:] The follow-up period utilized in a
given study ultimately affects the findings of
the study. For example, if the authors of a
study chose a three-year fellow-up peried
and the authors of another study utilize the
same sample of people convicted of sex
crimes but opt for a five-year follow-up
period, the results will be different. Another
issue is the type of event that is used fo
indicate recidivism. While some research-
ers use reconviction as a measure of recidi-
vism, others use rearrest. Both types of
data have their problems. Rearrest tends to
over-count because of people who are
arrested and later found not guilty, while
reconviction tends to undercount because
of administrative or legal reasons that a
guilty person may be acquitted. Maltz
(1984) took the position that, in general,
arrest data provide a better measure of
recidivism, but found that sex crimes are an
exception: ‘[A] person convicted of child
molesting ...may be subject (and subjected)
to arrest frequently, whenever a child is
molested anywhere nearby. An arrest of
this type should not be an indicator of recid-
ivism." Finally, the sample of people and

their associated documented risk levels
influences findings. For instance, Prentky,
Knight, and Lee (1997) conducted a recidi-
vism study on people who were classified
as sexually dangerous persons. The schol-
ars were very clear that the sample was not
representative of the more general popula-
tion of people convicted of sex crimes;
nonetheless, the study has been widely
cited as if it were generalizable. These
definitional issues, coupled with the popular
notion that anyone convicted of a sex crime
will 'do it again,” makes it difficult to say with
any certainty how many people convicted of |
sexual crimes actually repeat.

Recidivism Studies

[p. 6:] While it remains a widely accepted
belief that people who commit sex crimes
will inevitably repeat..., the academic litera-
ture, for the most part, does not support this
claim. Overwhelmingly, recidivism studies
conducted over the last sixty-five years find
that the vast majority of individuals convict-
ed of sex crimes will not repeat. For in-
stance, in a report issued by the federal
government in 1989, Beck and Shipley
found that the recidivism rate for forcible
rape was 7.7%. One of the best known
studies on recidivism was conducted by
Sample and Bray (2003). The researchers
analyzed data on (n = 146,918) individuals
in lllinois and found that only 6.5% of indi-
viduals who were convicted of a sex crime
were rearrested for a new sex crime within
Syears....

[pp. 7-8:] Turning recidivism inside out

The 1989 BJS [US Dept. of Justice's
Bureau of Justice Statistics] report, Recidi-
vism of Prisoners Released in 1983, was
based on the records of 16,000 people who
had been released from prisons in 11 states
in 1983, The data was extrapolated to
represent an estimated 106,000 individuals
released from prison in the entire United |
States. [This extrapolation technique itself
is highly questionable itself, given myriad
uncertainties in assumed representative-
ness of the data selected from those specif-
ic states as a collective portrayal of recidi-
vism throughout the whole country.] The
report included [a] table [] which represents
the percentage of prisoners rearrested
within three years of release whose most
serious crime at time of release was one of
ten specific crimes [table omitted for brevi-
tyl.

[Tables 1 and 2 appear on next page.]

[In Table 1] ...the BJS calculates a new
recidivism rate, which it calls the 'relative
likelihood of rearrest for a charge similar to
(versus different from) the release charge.’
This sounds at first like the specialized
recidivism rate, but it's subtly [but profound-
ly meaningfully] different. We will call it
here the BJS recidivism rate. This new type
of rate starts with the specialized rate
(percentage of people who were convicted
of a certain crime and then committed
another crime of the same type) and then
divides that by the percentage of people
who were convicted of a different crime and
then committed a subsequent crime that
was of this type. The results of this intri-
guing calculation are shown in Table 10 of
the report. Table 2 of this paper includes
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