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Abstract
Identifying the ways in which male and female sex offenders differ is an important but 
understudied topic. Studies that do exist have been challenged by a reliance on small 
and select samples. Improving on these limitations, we use the National Incident-
Based Reporting System (NIBRS) to compare male and female sex offenders among all 
802,150 incidents of sexual assault reported to police across 37 states between 1991 
and 2011. Findings indicated some broad similarities between groups, including the 
most prominent offense location (home), most common victim–offender relationship 
(acquaintance), and the rarity of injuries or drug abuse during crimes. However, the 
data also showed several important differences between male and female sexual 
offenders. Most notably, females offended with male accomplices in more than 30% 
of their sexual crimes—far more often than occurred among male sexual offenders 
(2%). Likewise, females offended against a victim of the same sex in nearly half of 
their crimes, yet this was only true in approximately 10% of male sexual offenses. 
Implications for future research are discussed.
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Female sexual offenders (FSOs) represent an important but understudied population, 
as literature in the area of sexual offending focuses largely on male perpetrators. 
Sexual offenses committed by females are perceived to be uncommon (Allen, 1990; 
Boroughs, 2004; Muskens, Bogaerts, van Casteren, & Labrijn, 2011; Nelson, 1994), 
and when they do occur, harmless or less harmful than offenses committed by males 
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(Denov, 2004; Hetherton & Beardsall, 1998; Kite & Tyson, 2004; Mellor & Deering, 
2010). As a result, research on FSOs has been limited due to an ostensible lack of 
prevalence and detriment among female-perpetrated sexual crimes compared with 
male-perpetrated sexual crimes.

In the United States, national arrest data indicate that women were involved in 
1.2% of forcible rape arrests and 8.1% of forcible sexual offense arrests in 2011 (the 
most recent year data are available; Snyder & Mulako-Wangota, 2014). These figures 
likely underrepresent the proportion of sexual assaults attributable to FSOs due to 
pronounced underreporting resultant from victims who are more inclined to remain 
silent when their perpetrator is female because “the taboo against disclosure [of female 
sexual abuse is] stronger than the taboo against the behavior itself” (Lawson, 1993, p. 
264), a consistent finding among both contemporary and historical research (Deering 
& Mellor, 2011; Faller, 1987; Wijkman, Bijleveld, & Hendriks, 2013). In addition, 
even if crimes are reported, arrests may not occur because victim reports are often 
dismissed by professionals (Allen, 1990; Denov, 2001, 2004; Hetherton & Beardsall, 
1998; Kite & Tyson, 2004; Mellor & Deering, 2010; Nelson, 1994) and women receive 
greater leniency from the justice system (Angelides, 2008; Banning, 1989; Deering & 
Mellor, 2009). Regardless, arrest data indicate that women across the nation perpetrate 
thousands of sexual assaults each year (see Truman, 2011), suggesting that offending 
by females is a genuine public safety concern.

Research indicates that victims who were sexually abused by females experienced 
psychological symptomology, such as depression (Boroughs, 2004; Deering & Mellor, 
2011; Denov, 2004), substance abuse (Boroughs, 2004; Denov, 2004; Krug, 1989; 
Lawson, 1991; Tsopelas, Tsetsou, Ntounas, & Douzenis, 2012), suicidal ideation 
(Boroughs, 2004; Denov, 2004), and self-injury (Boroughs, 2004; Denov, 2004). 
Victims have also reported significant anger and aggression (Boroughs, 2004; Deering 
& Mellor, 2011; Denov, 2004; Elliot, 1994; Kelly, Wood, Gonzalez, MacDonald, & 
Waterman, 2002; Saradjian, 1997), difficulty in their romantic relationships (Deering 
& Mellor, 2011; Denov, 2004; Lawson, 1991; Peter, 2008; Tsopelas et al., 2012), and 
psychosexual malfunction (Deering & Mellor, 2011; Kelly et al., 2002). These serious 
consequences support the need for attention to the offending behaviors of FSOs.

Prevalence and harm associated with FSOs has consistently been recognized among 
sexual offending research (see Beech, Parrett, Ward, & Fisher, 2009; Hetherton & 
Beardsall, 1998; Vandiver & Walker, 2002; Wijkman, Bijleveld, & Hendriks, 2010; 
Wojcieszek & Soria, 2012). Still, there is a continuing disparity between scientific 
research examining FSOs and studies with male sexual offenders (MSOs). Consequently, 
findings from literature concerned with MSOs are often applied, and perhaps misapplied, 
to FSOs. An important and necessary question confronting the field is the degree to which 
FSOs and MSOs are distinct from one another. The answer to this question has significant 
implications, including whether the relatively capacious amount of research on MSOs 
may be applied to FSOs to understand their offending behaviors and characteristics (see 
Cortoni, Hanson, & Coache, 2010). As a result, an urgent call for scientific information 
on FSOs is being observed—research intended to provide more comprehensive and 
nuanced guidance for law enforcement, treatment providers, and policy makers.
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FSOs Versus MSOs

Studies comparing FSOs with MSOs have focused, primarily, on factors thought rel-
evant to the etiology of offending, including personal histories of offenders, victim 
characteristics, and crime characteristics. Research suggests, for instance, that both 
FSOs and MSOs report similar incidence of childhood abuse (Johansson-Love & 
Fremouw, 2009), psychological diagnoses (West, Friedman, & Kim, 2011), substance 
abuse histories (West et al., 2011), and criminal histories (Freeman & Sandler, 2008; 
West et al., 2011). However, important differences can be found in each of these cat-
egories. For example, emotional and sexual victimization in adulthood, including inti-
mate partner violence and rape, has been identified to be more prevalent among FSOs 
than MSOs (West et al., 2011). Furthermore, alcohol abuse and major psychological 
disorders have been observed in higher proportions among MSOs (Johansson-Love & 
Fremouw, 2009), and violent crimes have been recognized as a characteristic of MSOs 
(Freeman & Sandler, 2008; West et al., 2011). Consequently, substance abuse, psycho-
logical diagnoses, and criminal histories generally are found to be more severe among 
MSOs.

Additional comparison of FSOs and MSOs exist with respect to victim characteris-
tics, as studies indicate some important differences. In particular, the literature sug-
gests that FSOs are less discriminating toward the gender of victims than MSOs 
(Denov, 2004; Gannon et al., 2013; Johansson-Love & Fremouw, 2009; West et al., 
2011). Also, there has been a consistent observation that FSOs are more likely than 
their male counterparts to abuse their biological children (Johansson-Love & Fremouw, 
2009; Peter, 2009; West et al., 2011) or children for whom they provide care (Kaufman, 
Wallace, Johnson, & Reeder, 1995; West et al., 2011). Alternatively, research has 
found that MSOs abuse stepchildren and distant relatives more frequently than FSOs 
(West et al., 2011). Last, research indicates that FSOs tend to abuse victims under the 
age of 15, but MSOs frequently abuse victims within larger age ranges, suggesting that 
FSO victims are generally younger than MSO victims (Freeman & Sandler, 2008; 
Peter, 2009; West et al., 2011).

With regard to the criminal behavior of FSOs and MSOs, the literature suggests that 
the most frequent type of abuse for both offender populations is genital fondling (Peter, 
2009). However, Kaufman and colleagues (1995) find that anal intercourse and oral-
genital contact with the victim are more likely to be acts associated with MSOs, and 
behaviors involving the use of foreign objects are more likely to be associated with 
FSOs. In addition, findings indicate that MSOs and FSOs use coercion to obtain par-
ticipation from their victims, reporting that males use gifts as bribes, but females 
exploit their victims by allowing other parties to abuse them. The latter finding may 
contribute to victims’ perceptions of females as accomplices to acts and males as pri-
mary perpetrators (Kaufman et al., 1995), which is, perhaps, the most significant dif-
ference between FSOs and MSOs—co-offending behavior.

The use of accomplices among FSOs has been reported frequently throughout the 
existing literature (see Faller, 1987; Gannon et al., 2013; Kaplan & Green, 1995; 
Lewis & Stanley, 2000; Nathan & Ward, 2002; E. L. Rowan, Rowan, & Langelier, 
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1990; Rudin, Zalewski, & Bodmer-Turner, 1995; Vandiver, 2006). Moreover, studies 
suggest that females are far more likely to co-offend than males (Gannon & Rose, 
2008; Johansson-Love & Fremouw, 2009; Kaufman et al., 1995; Peter, 2009) and that 
co-offending accounts for the majority of female sexual crimes (Gannon et al., 2013; 
Kaplan & Green, 1995; Muskens et al., 2011; Nathan & Ward, 2002; Wijkman, 
Biljleveld, & Hendriks, 2011). Most often, accomplices are described as men who are 
close to the female perpetrator through familial ties or a romantic relationship (Faller, 
1987; Lewis & Stanley, 2000; Nathan & Ward, 2002; Wijkman et al., 2011). 
Furthermore, studies exploring this relationship suggest that men initiate sexual abuse 
incidents and females act as coerced, less violent secondary participants who are 
directed to perform sexual acts (Faller, 1987) or do so out of fear (Gannon et al., 2013). 
Researchers have developed (see R. Matthews, Matthews, & Speltz, 1991) and recur-
rently referenced typologies labeling such crimes as male-coerced or of the directed-
avoidant offense style (Gannon et al., 2013). However, more recent studies have 
concluded that the use of accomplices is not exclusively heterosexual offending pairs 
(male–female combinations; Gannon et al., 2013; Muskens et al., 2011; Vandiver, 
2006) and may not constitute the majority of crimes committed by FSOs (Lewis & 
Stanley, 2000; Vandiver, 2006). This is important because it suggests that FSOs are not 
merely abusers out of compliance but also intentional abusers exhibiting what Gannon 
and colleagues (2013) describe as an explicit-approach offense style to achieve sexual 
gratification, arousal, or other positive effect.

Identifying Gaps in the Literature

The extant literature highlights important similarities as well as differences between 
MSOs and FSOs. However, the degree of confidence one can place in these findings 
is questionable because of pervasive limitations within the literature. For example, to 
date most studies have involved fewer than 50 FSOs (see Beech et al., 2009; Deering 
& Mellor, 2011; Faller, 1987; Gannon, Rose, & Williams, 2009; Gannon et al., 2013; 
Johansson-Love & Fremouw, 2009; Kaplan & Green, 1995; Miccio-Fonseca, 2000; 
West et al., 2011) and several have fewer than a dozen cases (see Peter, 2008; Travin, 
Cullen, & Protter, 1990; Vandiver, Dial, & Worley, 2008). Furthermore, most samples 
are drawn from clinical (e.g., Faller, 1987; Hickey, McCrory, Farmer, & Vizard, 2008; 
McCartan, Law, Murphy, & Bailey, 2011; Miccio-Fonseca, 2000; Muskens et al., 
2011; Travin et al., 1990) or correctional settings (e.g., Ferguson & Meehan, 2005; 
Gannon et al., 2009; Gannon et al., 2013; Johansson-Love & Fremouw, 2009; Miller, 
Turner, & Henderson, 2009; Pfugradt & Allen, 2010; Turner, Miller, & Henderson, 
2008; Vandiver & Kercher, 2004; Whelan, Farr, & Hammond, 2010). Reliance on 
samples of offenders from the latter stages of the justice system can be problematic 
because the literature suggests that a proportion of FSOs go undetected or face insub-
stantial penalties for their crimes (Angelides, 2008; Banning, 1989; Deering & Mellor, 
2009).

Geographical limitations also exist. Most studies draw from a relatively small area 
of the nation, such as a single city (e.g., Lisak, 1994; Travin et al., 1990) or a single 
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state (e.g., Ferguson & Meehan, 2005; Freeman & Sandler, 2008; Miccio-Fonseca, 
2000; Miller et al., 2009; Vandiver & Kercher, 2004; Vandiver & Walker, 2002). This 
necessarily restricts variation among measures and also potentially confounds aggre-
gate-level forces with individual-level measures (e.g., Iversen, 1991; Raudenbush, 
2002). Legal structures, policies, and demographic characteristics in a given area may 
result in important constraints on behavior, opportunity, and law enforcement proce-
dures. This may bias findings both by masking or magnifying differences when com-
paring men and women who sexually offend.

To address these limitations, this study will compare FSOs and MSOs using a large 
and geographically diverse data set containing data on sexual assaults recorded at the 
early stages of the criminal justice system (victim reports to police). In addition, these 
data provide a broad number of measures on victim, offender, and crime characteris-
tics. The following research questions will be addressed:

•• Research Question 1: Do FSOs use accomplices (particularly male accom-
plices) more often than MSOs?

•• Research Question 2: In what ways do FSOs and MSOs differ with respect to 
offender, victim, and incident characteristics?

Method

Data

The current study uses data from the National Incident-Based Reporting System 
(NIBRS), which was designed in the late 1980s and launched in the early 1990s as a 
tool to supplement, and eventually replace, the Uniform Crime Report (UCR) 
Summary Statistics program (Poggio, Kennedy, Chaiken, & Carlson, 1985). As of 
2011, the NIBRS data file included information reported by more than 6,000 police 
agencies spread across 37 states. For the current study, we used data from all available 
years (i.e., 1992-2011).

NIBRS is a publicly available data set managed by the Federal Bureau of 
Investigation (FBI) that captures information about offenders, victims, arrestees, and 
criminal incidents. Participating police agencies directly upload data on calls for ser-
vice, regardless of whether the case was closed, for 59 of the most serious crime types. 
Characteristics of crimes, offenders, and victims reflect the observations of responding 
officers and information obtained from victims. In the event that an offender was 
arrested, data may also reflect official records describing that offender or information 
obtained from interviews with the offender as a part of the police investigation (see 
FBI, 2000, for additional information on coding rules for NIBRS data). The FBI 
(2000) conducts audits of NIBRS data and requires that agencies have an error rate 
below 3% to maintain their NIBRS accreditation.

NIBRS information is maintained in a series of relational tables; each is organized 
at the unit of analysis applicable to the topic of that data set. For example, the victim 
table contains one row and approximately 55 columns of data for each victim in a 
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crime. The offense table contains a row for each criminal act occurring in each inci-
dent, alongside several columns reflecting additional information about that criminal 
act. Each data set contains an identifier for the police agency housing the case and a 
unique case identifier; this identifier allows the linking of relational tables or collaps-
ing of data within any individual file to the incident level. Although cleaning and cod-
ing of specific items (described below) generally occurred at the table level, all data 
sets were eventually collapsed (aggregated) to the incident level and then merged for 
analysis.

The data set used in this study began with a total of 927,542 incidents of sexual 
assault occurring between 1992 and 2011. Incidents that involved pimping with no 
other sexual offenses were dropped (33,823). Incidents with unknown offender gender 
were also removed from the analysis (63,726; 7.1%). This left a total of 802,150 inci-
dents for the analysis. Just fewer than 12% of the incidents involved multiple offend-
ers (98,291).

Measures

Offender characteristics. Demographic characteristics in NIBRS included gender, race, 
and age of offenders. Age was recorded in a year metric and referred to age at the date 
of the offense (not arrest). Unreasonable age values were coded as missing data (e.g., 
ages less than 10 years or greater than 99 years). In all, slightly more than 8% of the 
data had a missing value for offender age. Race was coded as three categories: Black, 
White, and Other. The category Other was comprised of Asians and Native Ameri-
cans. The category White included Caucasians and Hispanics. The latter coding deci-
sions are built into NIBRS—the system does not distinguish between Hispanic and 
Caucasian offenders or include a distinct categorical item for ethnicity. Gender was 
coded as a dummy such that male = 1 and female = 0.

All data about offenders initially were derived from victim reports or from police 
officer observations (where applicable). For an incident in which the offender was 
arrested, official data were used to correct any error in demographic characteristics 
(i.e., official data on demographics could derive from motor vehicle records, birth 
certificates, or other records). Likewise, some data may have derived from offender 
self-report if an arrest occurred and an offender offered details regarding the crime that 
evidence and investigation corroborated (e.g., drug use by an offender during the inci-
dent). Offender demographics likely were more accurate with incidents involving a 
physical arrest or in situations where the offender and victim knew one another. 
Approximately 9.8% of female-offender incidents involved strangers who were never 
arrested. In addition, 15.5% of male-offender incidents involved a stranger offender 
who was never arrested.

The offender file also contains information on substance use by offender(s) involved 
in the incident. A dummy variable was created to indicate whether any offender was under 
the influence of alcohol, a second dummy indicated whether any offender was under the 
use of controlled substances other than alcohol, and a third dummy was created to signal 
whether an offender was under the influence of either alcohol or controlled substances.
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Victim characteristics. NIBRS includes more fields to record information about victims 
than it does for offenders. Victim demographics included age, race, and gender. Race 
was, once again, coded into mutually exclusive categories. However, in the case of 
victims, NIBRS does capture ethnicity. Thus, categories include Black, Caucasian, 
Hispanic, and Other (Native American, Asian, and Pacific Islander). Gender was 
coded for each potential victim in an incident as male = 1 and female = 0. Age was 
coded in a year metric and referred to age at the date of the offense. No re-coding was 
performed based on the range of victim age. All victim age values were plausible, 
unlike offender age (e.g., those less than 10 years old). A dummy variable was created 
to indicate whether any victim was a juvenile. Juvenile was defined as any person 
under the age of 18 at the time of the offense. In addition, a categorical item was cre-
ated to reflect whether victims were pre-pubescent victims (under age 13), pubescent 
(13-18), and adult. Victim age was missing in approximately 7.5% of cases. Again, the 
value of each item referred to an average if there was more than one victim present 
(12% of cases).

The data set also included information on victim residency (i.e., Was the victim a 
resident of the jurisdiction in which the crime occurred?) and information on injury to 
each victim. Victim residency was coded as a dummy variable (nonresident = 1, resi-
dent = 0). It was assumed that missing data implied the victim was a resident due to 
the language used in the NIBRS codebook, which stated that this item was not required, 
and prior literature suggesting that the overwhelming majority of victimizations occur 
in or near the neighborhood where victims reside. For example, Hodgkinson and Tilley 
(2007) show that 74% of all crime occurs within a 15-min walk of a victim’s house. 
Thus, it was assumed that missing data (24.7% of the incidents) were incidents in the 
victim’s city of residence. The injury item contained seven categories of potential 
injury to each victim: unconscious, teeth broken, lacerations (minor), lacerations 
(major), internal, cuts and bruises, or broken bones . These were recoded into dummy 
variables to indicate whether a given type of injury occurred to any victim in the inci-
dent: minor injuries (cuts and bruises), major lacerations, internal injuries, broken 
bones, broken teeth, and unconsciousness. A second injury item was created to indi-
cate the count of injuries present in the incident.

The victim table contained information on the relationship between each victim and 
offender. These relationship types were coded into a series of dummy variables to 
indicate the presence of that relationship type in a given row of victim data. These 
dummies were not mutually exclusive in the case of multiple victims and diverse rela-
tionships between those victims and a given offender. More than 20 relationship types 
are present in NIBRS (see Table 2). A single collapsed version of relationships was 
created for use in the multivariate models. The collapsed item contained the mutually 
exclusive categories of family (e.g., parent, stepparent, sibling), romantic history (e.g., 
spouse, ex-spouse, boyfriend, homosexual relationship), acquaintance (friend, neigh-
bor, otherwise known), position of care (child, child of boyfriend/girlfriend, grand-
child, babysittee), stranger, and multiple relationships.
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Crime characteristics. The offense table was used to identify information about crimi-
nal acts present during the incident as well as the location of each crime (see Table 2). 
These were also collapsed into five mutually exclusive categories for use in multivari-
ate modeling. Response options included residential (e.g., home or hotel), outdoors 
(e.g., waterways, woods, construction area, parking lot), indoors (e.g., bar, office, 
stores), service area (e.g., hospital, school, church, jail), and moving (i.e., more than 
one location). NIBRS contains 59 categories of crime; not all categories were used in 
the present study. Rather, six dummies were created to indicate whether an incident 
included any of the following crimes in addition to a sexual assault: pimping, pornog-
raphy, burglary, weapons, kidnapping, and homicide. These crime categories were 
included because they each represent conceptually distinct types of sexual offenses or 
distinct types of etiological pathways that may be of interest to law enforcement, pol-
icy makers, and academics. Other crime types were not identified in empirical or theo-
retical literature as especially relevant to sexual offending (e.g., fraud, drug transactions, 
shoplifting, car theft) and were, therefore, not included in the analysis.

The offense table was also used to create dummies to reflect subtypes of sexual 
assault. These included forcible rape, statutory rape, sodomy, object penetration, 
forcible child molestation, and incest. Once again, these dummies were not mutually 
exclusive. The raw NIBRS data also included a dummy variable to indicate whether 
a given criminal act involved child exploitation. This item was similar to the juvenile-
victim item described in the victim-table section above; however, it was not perfectly 
correlated. For example, if an offender was arrested for rape of an adult and police 
also seized child pornography during the arrest, the incident would reflect an adult 
victim (juvenile victim = 0) but would have the child nexus item flagged (child 
exploitation = 1).

Finally, the arrest table was used to identify which incidents involved at least one 
arrest (1/0). In addition, a dummy was created to flag cases in which an arrest occurred 
on a date after the incident date (e.g., arrest by warrant, rather than at the scene of the 
crime). A third dummy was created to identify arrests in which a firearm was seized 
from an offender during the arrest. The items arrest and warrant arrest were included 
to represent differential law enforcement reaction or capacity with respect to FSOs and 
MSOs, and the final item, gun at arrest, was used in a similar way to the criminal acts 
information described above to illustrate offense behavior or etiology that may differ 
between FSOs and MSOs.

Analytic Strategy

The analysis proceeded first by examining co-offending among FSO and MSO inci-
dents (Research Question 1) and described overall co-offending rates, as well as gen-
der composition of offending groups. Differences between FSO and MSOs are tested 
via a chi-square distribution. The analysis then demonstrated two steps to address 
Research Question 2: (a) Bivariate comparisons of victim, offender, and crime charac-
teristics were presented for FSO and MSO incidents, and (b) differences between inci-
dents are computed via typical bivariate test statistics (e.g., t test for continuous items, 
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chi-square for categorical items) and represent stepwise comparisons. This bivariate 
description of FSO and MSO groups is presented without collapsing items into larger 
substantive groups (e.g., more than 20 types of locations are each described and com-
pared between FSOs and MSOs). The selected strategy is intended to provide a rich 
and nuanced presentation of descriptive data to the field. These descriptive statistics 
are presented in a mean-metric regardless of whether the item is a dummy variable or 
continuous. Thus, values for dummy variables should be interpreted as proportions 
(i.e., the value 0.10 indicates 10%).

The final analysis presented a multivariate logistic regression model of FSOs (0) 
versus MSOs (0). The analysis included only solo offender incidents to ensure that 
behavior and patterns observed reflect behavior by the specific offender gender in that 
group (as described below). Odds ratios are interpreted throughout the text in terms of 
relative differences between FSOs and MSOs. Differences are discussed in terms of 
substantive significance (magnitude of differences between FSOs and MSOs) rather 
than statistical significance. This is particularly important because of the large sample 
size in the study; even substantively small differences will demonstrate statistical sig-
nificance (see Ziliak & McCloskey, 2011).

Results

The first research question asked whether a greater portion of FSO incidents 
involved an accomplice, and particularly a male co-offender, than would be found 
among MSO incidents. These data not only support this assertion but also suggest 
a paradox. Male accomplices are a far more common pattern among female offend-
ers, but at the same time, group offending is not the most common scenario for 
FSOs. Out of the 43,018 incidents with a FSO, 61.9% (26,630) involved a sole 
FSO, 32.5% (13,986) involved a male co-offender, and 5.6% (2,402) involved 
groups composed of multiple FSOs; groups composed only 38.1% (16,388) of total 
FSO incidents. However, of the 773,118 incidents involving MSOs, 88.2% 
(681,641) included a sole MSO, 10% (77,491) involved multiple male offenders (a 
male co-offender), and 1.8% (13,986) involved groupings with a male and female 
offender. A chi-square test demonstrated that all differences were statistically sig-
nificant (p < .001) as noted in Table 1. Thus, several conclusions are apparent: (a) 
FSOs are far more likely than MSOs to be involved in offending groups, (b) the 
presence of a male co-offender is 3 times more likely in FSO incidents, and (c) co-
offending represented a relatively large category of female sexual offending but 
was not the most dominant scenario.

The second research question focused on comparing FSOs and MSOs with respect 
to offender, victim, and incident characteristics. To answer this question, we focused 
only on incidents with sole offenders present (this occurs in 88% of incidents in these 
data). Examining sole offender incidents helps ensure that differences observed were 
a function of gender, rather than group offending effects or unique circumstances that 
may be present in mixed-gender groupings.
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Table 2 presents bivariate comparisons of male and female sexual offenses within 
sole offender incidents. The data show that there were several important similarities, 
as well as differences, between FSOs and MSOs. In comparing offender characteris-
tics, the data show that FSOs were slightly younger (25.6 vs. 29.8 years), less likely to 
be Black (18% vs. 26%), and less likely to use alcohol during their offense than MSOs 
(3% vs. 8%). Although there were meaningful differences in the values of these items, 
there also was broad similarity. For example, the most common race for both offender 
groups was Caucasian/Hispanic, alcohol and drugs were rarely used, and most offend-
ers were adults.

When comparing characteristics of the victims of FSOs and MSOs, the data again 
showed a large number of differences on items, but some broad agreement with respect 
to trends. Observed similarities between offender groups indicated that most victims 
were Caucasian/Hispanic juveniles. The most common location type for both offender 
groups was a residence. In observing the most common relationship between offender 
and victim, 56% of FSOs and 57% of MSOs were an acquaintance, friend, or the cat-
egory of otherwise known. Also, victims were residents of the jurisdiction where 
offenses occurred in approximately 85% of incidents (regardless of offender gender).

Important differences were observed between offender groups as well. Although 
both groups were most likely to assault a victim of the opposite gender, that pattern 
was far more pronounced among male offenders. Females offended against males in 
55% of the incidents. In contrast, males offended against females in 88% of incidents. 
In other words, FSOs offended against a victim of the same gender in 45% of abuse 
incidents compared with 12% of MSOs, with nearly 4 times greater frequency among 
FSOs versus MSOs.

There were also important differences in terms of incident locations. Residence was 
the dominant location of offense for both groups of offenders (i.e., 72%-78% of inci-
dents), but roads and alleys (presumably involving vehicles) were twice as common 
offense locations among MSOs than FSOs (5% vs. 2%), as were outdoor areas such as 
waterways, woods, and construction sites (9% vs. 4%). Jails were more common 
offense locations for female offenders, accounting for 2% of offenses versus less than 

Table 1. Solo and Group Sexual Offending: A Comparison of Female to Male Sexual 
Offenders.

FSO MSO

 Count % Count %

Solo offender 26,630 61.9 681,641 88.2
Mixed-gender group 13,986 32.5 13,986 1.8
Same-gender group 2,402 5.6 77,491 10.0
Total 43,018 100.0 773,118 100.0

Note. Differences between all cells are statistically significant, p < .01. FSO = female sexual offender; MSO = 
male sexual offender.
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Table 2. Bivariate Comparison of Female and Male Sexual Offenders (Sole Offenders Only).

 Minimum Maximum

Female Male
Difference 

(M − F)M SD(x) M SD(x)

Offender
 Age (years) 10 99 25.588 13.077 29.820 14.204 4.233***
 Juvenile (any 

offender)
0 1 0.342 0.474 0.209 0.406 −0.133***

 Race
  Black 0 1 0.180 0.385 0.258 0.437 0.077***
  White or Hispanic 0 1 0.808 0.394 0.729 0.444 −0.079***
  Other 0 1 0.011 0.105 0.013 0.115 0.002**
 Drugs or alcohol 0 1 0.038 0.191 0.094 0.291 0.056***
 Drugs 0 1 0.012 0.109 0.020 0.141 0.008***
 Alcohol 0 1 0.031 0.174 0.083 0.276 0.052***
Victim
 Victims (count) 1 10 1.142 0.487 1.094 0.398 −0.048***
 Gender
  Both genders 0 1 0.033 0.179 0.015 0.120 −0.018***
  Male(s) 0 1 0.545 0.498 0.107 0.309 −0.438***
  Female(s) 0 1 0.422 0.494 0.878 0.327 0.456***
 Age (years) 0 99 12.189 10.572 17.476 11.731 5.287***
  Age of the 

youngest victim 
(years)

0 99 12.002 10.552 17.327 11.745 5.325***

  Any juvenile 
(below 18 years)

0 1 0.881 0.324 0.664 0.472 −0.217***

  Pre-pubescent 
(below 13 years)

0 1 0.585 0.492 0.339 0.473 0.246***

  Pubescent (13-18 
years)

0 1 0.289 0.453 0.307 0.461 0.018

  Adult (above 18 
years)

0 1 0.112 0.316 0.318 0.465 0.206***

 Race
  White 0 1 0.760 0.427 0.747 0.434 −0.012***
  Hispanic 0 1 0.051 0.220 0.059 0.236 0.008***
  Black 0 1 0.187 0.390 0.187 0.390 0.000***
  Other race 0 1 0.010 0.097 0.011 0.105 0.002*
  More than one 

race present
0 1 0.007 0.086 0.005 0.067 −0.003***

 Nonresident of area 0 1 0.136 0.343 0.147 0.354 0.011***
 Victim was . . .
  Spouse 0 1 0.002 0.042 0.015 0.120 0.013***

(continued)
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 Minimum Maximum

Female Male
Difference 

(M − F)M SD(x) M SD(x)

  Common-law 
spouse

0 1 0.000 0.019 0.002 0.045 0.002***

  Parent 0 1 0.002 0.039 0.001 0.032 0.000*
  Sibling 0 1 0.059 0.235 0.030 0.169 −0.029***
  Child 0 1 0.100 0.299 0.063 0.244 −0.036***
  Grandparent 0 1 0.001 0.029 0.000 0.017 −0.001***
  Grandchild 0 1 0.022 0.146 0.015 0.123 −0.006***
  In-law 0 1 0.002 0.048 0.004 0.061 0.001***
  Stepparent 0 1 0.003 0.052 0.006 0.078 0.003***
  Stepchild 0 1 0.011 0.105 0.030 0.169 0.018***
  Stepsibling 0 1 0.022 0.147 0.011 0.103 −0.011***
  Other family 

member
0 1 0.100 0.299 0.074 0.262 −0.026***

  Acquaintance 0 1 0.246 0.431 0.289 0.453 0.043***
  Friend 0 1 0.082 0.274 0.065 0.247 −0.016***
  Neighbor 0 1 0.035 0.185 0.021 0.144 −0.014***
  Babysittee (the 

baby)
0 1 0.038 0.191 0.006 0.078 −0.032***

  Boyfriend/girlfriend 0 1 0.040 0.195 0.077 0.267 0.038***
  Child of boyfriend/

girlfriend
0 1 0.007 0.085 0.013 0.112 0.006***

  Homosexual 
relationship

0 1 0.008 0.091 0.001 0.028 −0.008***

  Ex-spouse 0 1 0.000 0.019 0.004 0.063 0.004***
  Employee 0 1 0.002 0.050 0.005 0.071 0.003***
  Employer 0 1 0.001 0.037 0.002 0.042 0.000
  Otherwise known 0 1 0.206 0.404 0.198 0.399 −0.007**
  Stranger 0 1 0.023 0.149 0.079 0.270 0.056***
Crime
 Location
  Transportation 

hub
0 1 0.002 0.043 0.002 0.044 −0.001***

  Bank 0 1 0.000 0.009 0.000 0.018 0.006*
  Bar 0 1 0.002 0.048 0.006 0.080 0.001***
  Church 0 1 0.004 0.064 0.003 0.058 0.005*
  Office 0 1 0.006 0.080 0.009 0.095 −0.006***
  Construction area 0 1 NA NA 0.000 0.021 NA
  Convenience store 0 1 0.001 0.035 0.003 0.057 0.002***

(continued)

Table 2. (continued)
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 Minimum Maximum

Female Male
Difference 

(M − F)M SD(x) M SD(x)

  Department store 0 1 0.001 0.034 0.003 0.058 0.008***
  Hospital 0 1 0.011 0.105 0.009 0.093 0.012***
  Woods 0 1 0.009 0.096 0.023 0.149 0.000***
  Government 

building
0 1 0.013 0.111 0.009 0.096 −0.011***

  Grocery store 0 1 0.001 0.025 0.002 0.043 0.051***
  Road or alley 0 1 0.021 0.144 0.052 0.222 0.003***
  Hotel 0 1 0.010 0.102 0.024 0.154 −0.005***
  Jail 0 1 0.023 0.149 0.005 0.070 −0.021***
  Waterways 0 1 0.001 0.031 0.002 0.047 −0.001***
  Liquor store 0 1 NA NA 0.000 0.015 NA
  Parking area 0 1 0.007 0.083 0.021 0.142 −0.006***
  Storage unit 0 1 0.000 0.020 0.001 0.025 0.776
  Home 0 1 0.838 0.369 0.776 0.417 −0.831***
  Restaurant 0 1 0.004 0.061 0.007 0.081 0.035***
  School 0 1 0.044 0.204 0.039 0.193 −0.042***
  Gas station 0 1 0.001 0.025 0.002 0.044 0.003***
  Specialty stores 0 1 0.001 0.033 0.003 0.059 0.076***
  Unknown 0 1 0.074 0.261 0.077 0.266 −0.071
 Injury
  Unconscious 0 1 0.001 0.029 0.002 0.049 0.002***
  Teeth broken 0 1 0.000 0.006 0.000 0.016 0.000
  Lacerations 

(minor)
0 1 0.080 0.271 0.140 0.347 0.060***

  Lacerations 
(major)

0 1 0.005 0.073 0.010 0.098 0.004***

  Internal 0 1 0.010 0.099 0.020 0.141 0.010***
  Cuts and bruises 0 1 0.001 0.026 0.003 0.052 0.002***
  Broken bones 0 1 0.000 0.019 0.001 0.031 0.001**
  No injury 0 1 0.789 0.408 0.745 0.436 −0.045***
  Count of injuries 

(sum)
0 5 0.097 0.301 0.176 0.394 0.079***

 Sexual behavior
  Statutory rape 0 1 0.096 0.294 0.073 0.260 −0.023***
  Sodomy 0 1 0.094 0.292 0.085 0.279 −0.009***
  Rape 0 1 0.132 0.338 0.383 0.486 0.251***
  Object 0 1 0.072 0.258 0.043 0.203 −0.029***

(continued)
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0.5% for male offenders. Although rare for either group, MSOs were 4 times more 
likely than FSOs to assault strangers (8% vs. 2%) and twice as likely to target a boy-
friend/girlfriend (8% vs. 4%). FSOs were more likely than MSOs to target their own 
child (10% vs. 6%), but males were more likely to offend against a stepchild (3% vs. 
1%). Injuries were rare for victims of either group of sexual offenders, but minor lac-
erations were twice as common among MSOs (14%) versus FSOs (8%). Physical 
force involving injury appeared to occur in a minority of cases, but was a far more 
common tactic among MSOs. Finally, although arrests were infrequent for either 
group, they occurred more often among MSOs (24%) versus FSOs (16%).

The data in Table 2 highlight differences between FSOs and MSOs. These bivariate 
comparisons utilize all cases with data for each individual comparison (i.e., no listwise 
deletion as in multivariate regression). However, differences observed in bivariate 
comparisons can be biased by omitted variables—true differences can be masked or 
magnified by spuriousness with items not accounted for when computing compari-
sons. Thus, comparisons are regenerated below within a multivariate logistic regres-
sion framework.

Table 3 compares FSOs and MSOs on each of the offender, victim, and crime char-
acteristics while simultaneously holding all other items in the model constant. Here, 
several of the individual items from Table 2 were excluded or grouped to minimize 
multicollinearity (e.g., we do not include age of an offender alongside the dummy item 

 Minimum Maximum

Female Male
Difference 

(M − F)M SD(x) M SD(x)

  Molestation 0 1 0.588 0.492 0.412 0.492 −0.177***
  Incest 0 1 0.025 0.156 0.017 0.128 −0.008***
 Crime context
  Child exploitation 0 1 0.001 0.036 0.001 0.036 0.000
  Pimping 0 1 0.000 0.014 0.000 0.016 0.000
  Pornography 0 1 0.002 0.046 0.002 0.050 0.000
  Burglary 0 1 0.002 0.039 0.012 0.107 0.010***
  Weapon 0 1 0.000 0.015 0.001 0.035 0.001***
  Kidnapping 0 1 0.002 0.047 0.020 0.139 0.017***
  Homicide 0 1 0.000 0.009 0.000 0.014 0.000
Arrest
 Arrested (any)? 0 1 0.155 0.362 0.243 0.429 0.088***
  Arrested with 

warrant?
0 1 0.714 0.452 0.661 0.473 −0.053***

  Gun seized during 
arrest

0 1 0.005 0.068 0.008 0.087 0.003*

n 26,630 681,641  

Note: SD(x) = Standard deviation of the mean.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Table 2. (continued)
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Table 3. Multivariate Logistic Regression of Sole Sex Offenders: Predicting Male Offenders.

Odds SE p

Offender
 Age (years) 1.023 0.001 <.000
 Race
  Black 1.706 0.048 <.000
  Other 1.072 0.081 <.354
 Drugs 0.818 0.053 <.002
 Alcohol 1.309 0.052 <.000
Victim
 Victims (count) 0.798 0.013 <.000
 Male 0.081 0.001 <.000
 Age (years) 0.998 0.001 <.017
 Race
  Hispanic 1.102 0.037 <.004
  Black 0.599 0.017 <.000
  Other 0.990 0.083 <.907
  More than one race present 1.083 0.102 <.396
 Nonresident of area 1.074 0.023 <.001
 Relationship category
  Stranger 3.314 0.181 <.000
  Romantic history 1.946 0.076 <.000
  Family 1.735 0.047 <.000
  Acquaintance 1.619 0.037 <.000
  Multiple relations 1.892 0.141 <.000
Crime
 Location category
  Residence 0.969 0.029 <.287
  Outdoor/open 1.631 0.076 <.000
  Building 1.116 0.058 <.035
  Institution of service 0.802 0.032 <.000
  Multiple locations 1.320 0.260 <.159
 Injury
  Unconscious 1.501 0.389 <.117
  Teeth broken 1.807 1.840 <.561
  Lacerations (minor) 1.209 0.034 <.000
  Lacerations (major) 1.289 0.126 <.009
  Internal 1.448 0.111 <.000
  Cuts and bruises 1.928 0.571 <.027
  Broken bones 1.110 0.390 <.766
 Sexual behavior
  Sodomy 5.781 0.208 <.000
  Rape 2.624 0.080 <.000
  Object 1.149 0.044 <.000
  Molestation 1.745 0.047 <.000
  Incest 1.870 0.100 <.000
 Crime context
  Burglary 2.492 0.416 <.000
  Pornography 1.702 0.260 <.000
 Year 0.984 0.002 <.000
 Constant 14.914 0.806 <.000

Log Liklihood −74,724.301  
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of juvenile status of the offender). The table also controls for the year of incidents, 
which demonstrates a negative coefficient. This is consistent with the observation that 
the count of rape incidents has declined over time (Truman, 2011). Analyses were 
repeated within a skewed logistic regression framework to test whether the lack of 
balance in the dependent variable altered findings (Hilbe, 2009). No differences were 
observed.

The most significant change in the item structure is found in the grouping of loca-
tion and relationship items (described in the “Method” section). Comparisons are pre-
sented as odds ratios—values less than 1 indicate that the characteristic is more 
common among FSOs, values of 1 indicate that the characteristic does not distinguish 
between offender groups, and values greater than 1 indicate that the characteristic is 
more common among MSOs. The data showed that most offender characteristics con-
tinue to differ between female and male offenders. For example, the odds that an 
incident involved a sole male offender grew by 2% for each year increase in the age of 
the offender at the time of the incident. Furthermore, Black offenders were more likely 
to be male (71% greater odds). Interestingly, the data showed that drug use was more 
common among FSOs, but alcohol use was more common among MSOs.

Regarding victim characteristics, Table 3 shows patterns that are generally similar 
to Table 2. For example, FSOs had fewer victims than MSOs. For each additional 
victim in an incident, the odds the offender was male increased by 22%. Also, having 
a nonresident victim was more likely to signal a male offender, but the difference was 
relatively small (6% greater odds of MSO). Likewise, Table 3 reiterates the substan-
tively large differences in offender behavior observed in Table 2: MSOs were more 
than 3 times as likely to offend against a stranger, 1.9 times as likely to offend against 
a person with whom there was a current or prior romantic tie, 1.7 times more likely to 
offend against family, and 2.4 times more likely to offend when more than one rela-
tionship type was present (relative to the reference category of “care”). The latter 
effect is driven, in part, by the larger number of victims among MSOs, but the diver-
sity of relationship types is independent of the count of victims and, thus, reflects a 
greater diversity of victims above and beyond this factor. An important victim differ-
ence between Tables 2 and 3 is victim age. Once other items in the model were con-
trolled, these data showed that FSOs and MSOs had victims of similar ages.

Table 3 continues to show that FSOs and MSOs committed crimes in homes or 
hotels (residence areas) at roughly equal rates. In contrast, offenses occurring in build-
ings such as malls, restaurants, and stores were slightly more likely to signal a male 
offender (odds 1.18). The same was true of outdoor areas such as waterways, woods, 
construction areas, or roadways/parking lots (odds 1.66). In contrast, service-oriented 
locations such as schools, hospitals, churches, or jails signaled 21% lower odds of a 
male offender. When victims were moved over multiple locations, there were 71% 
greater odds of a male offender present. Finally, similar to Table 2, injuries were rare 
among either offender group. These data showed that there was no difference in the 
most serious injuries (i.e., broken teeth, broken bones, and unconsciousness) between 
groups. However, females were less likely to cause minor and major lacerations as 
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well as internal injuries. Again, such findings were observed even after controlling for 
sexual acts committed, as well as other items displayed in Table 3.

The largest differences between genders observed in Table 3 were tied to sexual 
behavior. Females were substantially less likely than males to engage in each of the 
sexual behaviors measured (relative to the reference category of statutory rape). An act 
of sodomy was associated with 5.8 greater odds of a male offender, rape signaled 2.7 
greater odds, forcible incest showed 1.9 greater the odds, forcible child molestation 
was associated with 1.8 greater odds, and object penetration was associated with 1.2 
greater the odds the offender was male. In addition, assaults that had a burglary present 
had 3.3 times greater odds of being a male-perpetrated incident, but a pornography 
charge did not distinguish between male and female sex offenders. Homicides and 
kidnappings were too rare to be modeled and were therefore dropped from the analysis 
presented in Table 3.

Discussion

The scientific research on FSOs is minuscule compared with that for MSOs. However, 
the literature has recently seen a resurgence of interest in FSOs, including a particular 
interest in identifying gender-specific differences. Consequently, the field has sought 
comparisons of offender characteristics, victim features, and offending behavior. If 
FSOs and MSOs are fairly similar across these dimensions, then perhaps the relatively 
voluminous literature on male offending could apply to female offending as well. If, 
however, male and female offenders demonstrate large differences across these dimen-
sions, the field may presume that a more gendered approach to theoretical work on 
female sexual offending is required. Thus, rich descriptions of core facts (similarities 
and differences) would seem to be an important foundation from which to ground 
future theoretical work.

The data analyzed in this study showed some important gender-specific similarities 
in terms of large trends and the rank order of item importance. For instance, FSOs and 
MSOs were observed to be demographically similar. Their racial composition is simi-
lar, and both offender groups had an average age in the mid-20s at the time of the 
incident. Likewise, their offending behavior was broadly similar—they most often 
offended in a home, against an acquaintance, and rarely used alcohol or drugs during 
the assaults.

Still, these broad similarities were punctuated by differences in the magnitude of 
several specific items. For example, alcohol was rarely used by either gender, but it 
was more than twice as common among males. And though only a fraction of assaults 
occurred at locations other than home, significant differences emerged in the residual 
categories of location; males, when compared with females, were more likely to offend 
in a car, outdoor area, or building. Females, in contrast, were more likely than males 
to offend at a jail, hospital, or school. Consistent with prior literature, MSOs were 
arrested more often than FSOs (Angelides, 2008; Banning, 1989).

The data also showed several large differences between FSOs and MSOs, but three 
are most noteworthy. First, offender groups had strikingly different victims with 
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respect to gender and relationship. Males offended against females in nearly 90% of 
their incidents; it was rare for them to offend against males. In contrast, half of FSO 
victims were female. This is, perhaps, a result of victim availability, suggesting that 
FSOs are less discriminatory of victim gender and influenced more by who is most 
easily accessible—juveniles in their care, for example. Perhaps related, the data 
showed that offending against one’s biological children was infrequent; however, con-
sistent with prior literature, it was nearly twice as common among female (10%) com-
pared with male (6%) offenders (West et al., 2011).

A second difference within crimes was found with respect to sexual assault behavior. 
Males were far more likely to engage in rape (i.e., 38% of the time), but females only 
committed this form of assault in 13% of their incidents. This is, of course, tightly linked 
to differences in how these groups choose their victims (victim gender) and the definition 
of rape in federal statistical reporting (Bierie & Davis-Siegel, 2014). During the years of 
data analyzed here, NIBRS defined forcible rape as requiring vaginal penetration by a 
penis; therefore, it is technically impossible to meet this definition in incidents involving 
female offenders with female victims. If we restrict consideration to cases of female 
offenders and at least one male victim, the data show that female offenders engage in rape 
in 23% of cases (data not shown). The differences in rape across groups are diminished 
under these conditions but still noteworthy and statistically significant (p < .001).

A final notable difference was observed in the presence of co-offenders. FSO inci-
dents were found to have co-offenders in 38.1% of incidents, and MSOs had co-
offenders in 11.8% of incidents. Although FSOs had co-offenders in a greater number 
of incidents than MSOs, it did not account for the majority of offenses. This finding is 
consistent with previous outcomes (see Lewis & Stanley, 2000; Vandiver, 2006) indi-
cating that co-offending is not the most prevalent FSO scenario. Additional conclu-
sions, such as the use of male accomplices in 32.5% of FSO incidents compared with 
10% of MSO incidents, may warrant future investigation, particularly in relation to 
group offending and sex offender typologies (referenced in many FSO studies); how-
ever, the current investigation did not explore such constructs.

Finally, the study revealed interesting patterns, which were not anticipated but may 
serve as fertile ground for future research. First, the data showed that women are at a higher 
risk of offending in prisons and jails. This may be tied to the fact that males comprise the 
overwhelming majority of inmates, females represent a significant portion of correctional 
staff, and that a large portion of these offenses may include statutorily prohibited sexual 
relations. Second, the data also showed that child pornography offending was similar 
between FSOs and MSOs. The data are not clear on either of these patterns (jail offending 
or child pornography), and thus present interesting questions for future research.

The current study has several limitations. Primarily, the data, from which all findings 
were derived, are only as reliable as the data input into the system. The FBI reports that 
they audit NIBRS data and maintain an error rate below 3%; however, it is still possible 
that differences between jurisdictions, or over time, may lead to data entry error. In 
addition, the data have wide geographic representation, with over 6,000 police depart-
ments from 37 states reporting; still, this is not a random sample of jurisdictions and, 
thus, generalization to the nation as a whole is tenuous. There are some indications, for 
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example, that NIBRS underrepresents large urban areas (Bierie & Davis-Siegel, 2014). 
Finally, there are some items within NIBRS that require assumptions that may or may 
not be valid. For example, in the event there were multiple victims, the data merely 
summarize information across the victim group (e.g., average victim age). Less than 
one half of 1% of the incidents had multiple victims with age differences greater than 5 
years. Although rare, it is possible this could bias victim age estimates.

Notwithstanding these limitations, the data set and this analysis also have several 
important strengths. The current study uses approximately 20 years’ worth of data 
derived from the front end of the justice system and included several hundred thousand 
incidents from thousands of police departments across 37 states. These features of the 
data set denote an important step toward increasing the reliability of research compar-
ing FSOs and MSOs and the ability to answer important descriptive questions.

Subsequently, these data confirm some important trends identified in previous stud-
ies (e.g., men with child victims are more likely to target stepchildren, but females are 
more likely than males to target their own children). Previous work that found that 
females are far less discriminating in the gender of their victims is confirmed here; 
however, the data also presented a new twist on some old findings. For example, the 
observation that women frequently offend against a victim of the same gender has 
largely been explained as a function of women being manipulated by male accom-
plices—accomplices who impose their victim preference (females) on the women 
with whom they offend (Wijkman et al., 2010). Yet, this pattern is observed among 
women who do not have a co-offender. What explains this pattern in the absence of a 
male co-offender? One explanation could be related to arousal; research by Chivers, 
Rieger, Latty, and Bailey (2004) concluded that females experienced genital and sub-
jective arousal to sexual stimuli involving both males and/or females; men displayed 
arousal to their preferred gender. An alternative explanation could be that same-gender 
victims of FSOs were those most accessible because they were under their care. 
Moreover, both explanations could be conjunctively plausible. Finally, these data pres-
ent new quandaries for the field, such as the observation that females are more likely 
to offend in service-oriented locations (including jails). We are not aware of any prior 
work that categorizes locations in this manner, and thus the present grouping of loca-
tions remains exploratory. The investigation of this and other new patterns identified 
in the current study may represent important steps toward understanding the role of 
gender in sexual offending and thus assist those professionals concerned with law 
enforcement, policy, and treatment of perpetrators and victims of such offenses.
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