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Attitudes towards Sexual Offenders: A Thesis Comparing Students’ Attitudes towards 

Sexual Offenders and Specific Sexual Offences 

 

Abstract 

 

This vignette study examined differences in students’ attitudes 

towards sexual offenders where information about the offence was 

known vs unknown, depending on type of offence, and if there were 

differences between students with and without a stereotypical image 

of sexual offenders. Data were collected through a survey among 186 

university students (ages ranging from 18-49) in Sweden. The results 

showed that students had more negative attitudes towards offenders 

when no information about the offence was presented, and that 

attitudes differed depending on type of offence. The results also 

showed that students with a stereotypical image of sexual offenders 

had more negative attitudes towards the offenders. Practical 

implications and future research are discussed. 

 

Keywords: attitudes, sexual offenders, sexual offences, sexual 

harassment, rape, stereotypical image.



  
 

  

 

 

Attityder till sexualbrott: en studie som jämför studenters attityder till sexualbrottslingar och 

specifika sexualbrott 

 

Sammanfattning 

 

Denna vinjettstudie undersökte skillnader i studenters attityder till 

sexualbrottslingar när information om brottet var känt och okänt, 

beroende på typ av sexualbrott, och om det fanns skillnader mellan 

studenter med och utan en stereotypisk bild av sexualbrottslingar. 

Data samlades in via en enkät som besvarades av 186 

universitetsstudenter (åldrar 18-49) i Sverige. Resultaten visade att 

studenter hade mer negativa attityder till sexualbrottslingar när 

information om brottet inte var känt, och att attityder skiljde sig åt 

beroende på typ av brott. Resultaten visade även att studenter med en 

stereotypisk bild av sexualbrottslingar hade mer negativa attityder till 

sexualbrottslingar. Praktiska implikationer och framtida forskning 

diskuteras. 

 

Nyckelord: attityder, sexualbrottslingar, sexualbrott, sexuella 

ofredande, våldtäkt, stereotyper. 
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Attitudes towards Sexual Offenders: A Thesis Comparing Students’ Attitudes towards Sexual 

Offenders and Specific Sexual Offences 

Sexual victimization of women is increasingly being recognized as a significant social 

problem (Aftonbladet, 2017). One reason for this is the ongoing debate of the campaign 

#MeToo that has gone viral in social media since October 16, 2017 (E-news, 2017). The 

purpose of the campaign is to make the public aware of the extent of sexual harassment 

against women. The campaign has received extensive international proliferation and has led to 

thousands, if not millions, of women sharing their experiences as victims of sexual offending. 

Alongside this debate, many individuals step forward and report sexual offences to the police, 

and the sexual offenders are put in the spotlight and have own up to their crimes (Aftonbladet, 

2017). Research have found that positive attitudes towards offenders in general have been 

found to be associated with successful rehabilitation (Glaser, 1969), successful reintegration 

back into society, decreased risk of recidivism (Harper & Hogue, 2014) and less 

discrimination (Fiske, 2000). Hence, it is of interest to grasp people's attitudes towards sexual 

offenders. The purpose of the present thesis is to explore attitudes towards sexual offenders 

and examine if attitudes towards offenders differ when details of the offence is known vs. 

unknown. Further, the present thesis aims to examine attitudes towards sexual harassment and 

rape and if attitudes differ between those with a stereotypical image of sexual offender and 

those without. 

Definitions: Attitudes and Sexual Offences 

Attitudes can be defined in various ways. Breckler and Manis (1984) defines attitude 

as a response to former stimulus (e.g., something that trigger a reaction) or attitude object 

(e.g., objects that are related to positive or negative feelings and judgments), which is 

comprised of three components: cognition, affect and behavior. Firstly, the cognitive 

component refers to stereotypes (e.g., beliefs, thoughts and attributes) that people have about 

a specific stimulus or attitude object. Second, the affective component refers to feelings and 

emotions related to that specific stimulus or attitude object. Lastly, the behavioral component 

refers to past behaviors and experiences regarding that stimulus or attitude object. Hogue 

(1993) suggests that all these components should be considered when measuring attitudes. 

Hence, the definition and measuring of attitudes in the present thesis include these three 

components. 

In the present thesis, the definition of sexual offences is based on the classifications in 

the Swedish criminal justice 6th chapter (SFS 1962:700, Brottsbalk, BrB) in the penal code. 

The classifications are extended to roughly five main categories of offences: rape, sexual 
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constraint or use, flashing, sexual harassment (other than flashing) and other (this category 

includes incest, buying sexual favors, use of children for sexual exposure and procuring). 

Sexual offences also vary in terms of severity, from gestures to infraction to severe rape with 

abuse (Brå, 2017a). Sexual harassment is provided in the 6th chapter 10 § 2st BrB and 

comprehends sexual harassment toward grownups and children. Requisites for sexual 

harassment constitutes of a person flashing with the purpose of violating the victim's sexual 

integrity with words or actions. Further, sexual harassment comprehends both 6th chapter 10 

§ BrB, where the first section concerns sexual harassment against children under the age of 15 

and the second section concerns sexual harassment against both grownups and children 

(Karnov, 2017; NJA 2017: 393; Proposition 2004/05: 45; Sveriges Rikes Lag, 2015). Rape 

6:1 BrB is classified as when the perpetrator through assault or other violence, force a person 

to sexual intercourse or to withstand other sexual acts. Regarding severity, the act or action 

can be comparable to sexual intercourse or if there is a particularly vulnerable situation, it can 

still be classified as rape (Sveriges Rikes Lag, 2015; Karnov, 2017). To be sentenced for a 

sexual crime, requisites must be met, and the interpretation of the court and the burden of 

proof are essential (Asp, Ulväng, & Jareborg, 2013).  

The Prevalence of Sexual Offences 

Sexual offences are a small fraction of the overall crime statistics in Sweden. In 2016, 

sexual offences constituted 1.4 percent of all reported crimes (Brå, 2017a). Sexual harassment 

crimes constituted 44 percent and rape 33 percent, and were the most commonly reported 

sexual crimes (Brå, 2017b). Sexual offences have not only been measured through reported 

crimes to the police, but also through a national safety survey (Nationella 

trygghetsundersökningen, NTU) which aim to investigate the public opinion, exposure to 

crime, feelings of safety and confidence in the jurisdiction. The results from 2015 concluded 

that 1.7 percent of people (ages = 16-79) reported that they had been exposed to sexual 

offences (Command et al., 2017). According to Brå (2017b), males are overrepresented as the 

perpetrator in sexual offences. More specifically, 97 percent of all reported sexual offenders 

are males. Results from the NTU regarding exposure to sexual offences and gender concluded 

that women are more frequently exposed to sexual offences than men (Command et al., 2017). 

Since research show that there is an overrepresentation of men being perpetrators and women 

being victims of sexual offending, and that sexual harassment and rape are the most reported 

sexual crimes, these are the delimitations made in the present thesis.  
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Previous Research on Attitudes and Sexual Offending 

Research suggest that sexual offenders are viewed as a homogeneous and are 

presented as such in both media and political narratives (Galeste, Fradella & Vogel, 2012; 

Harris, Lobanov-Rostovsky & Levenson, 2010; Sample & Bray, 2006). Sexual offenders are a 

group of criminals that provide fear and contempt among people in the society (Pickett, 

Mancini & Mears, 2013), and are presented as evil, unpredictable and dangerous in media 

(Sherif et al., 1988). Other research conducted through interviews with politicians in the U.S. 

revealed that some of their main sources were from the media, and that this information 

contributed to legislation policies (Sample & Kadleck, 2008). Research also suggest that 

people can shape their attitudes through the media (Crano, Cooper & Forgas, 2011; Sherif et 

al., 1988) because the information might be selective and biased which in turn contributes to a 

stereotypical image of sexual offenders. As a result, people may visualize a stereotypical 

“violent, predatory male pedophile” when speaking about sex offenders (King & Roberts, 

2017 p.72). Other definitions of stereotypes have been described through the term “real-rape” 

which involves a young victim who is attacked by a stranger at night (Estrich, 1987). Further, 

research has found that these stereotypical images could result in harsh public judgments 

about sexual offenders in general (Harper & Hogue, 2014). For example, in a study examining 

the role of stereotypes and attitudes towards sexual offenders and its’ influence on penal 

policy, it was found that people with stereotypical images of sexual offenders had rather 

consistent negative views (McCormick, Walkey & Taylor, 1984). In sum, research have 

found that people can form their attitudes through the media, and the information presented in 

media can result in stereotypical images of sexual offenders that in turn has been found to be 

associated with negative attitudes.  

In contrast, others suggest that sexual offenders are not a homogenous group. 

Research has found that the stereotypical image of sexual offenders may not be consistent 

(Harper & Hogue, 2014) and that both characteristics of the offender and the offence do have 

an impact on both attitudes and perceptions regarding sexual offenders (King & Roberts, 

2017). For example, research has suggested that attitudes towards offenders may vary based 

on how much information is provided to the person (Cullen, Fischer, & Applegate, 2000). 

Cullen et al., (2000) found that when details about a specific offence are provided, attitudes 

seem more complex and not as consistent. More specifically, even though research has found 

that people tend to hold a stereotypical image of sexual offenders as a “violent, predatory 

male pedophile” (King & Roberts, 2017, p. 72), others have found that when people are given 

details and information of a specific offence, attitudes tend to vary (Cullen et al., 2000). These 
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findings suggest that there is a complexity in measuring public attitudes and by including 

information about the offence when investigating people’s attitudes towards sex offenders, 

one can challenge the stereotypical image. 

Research regarding how to manage sexual offenders show inconsistent results. In an 

opinion poll, most of the public believed that sex offenders constitute a group of high risk 

reoffenders in comparison to other crimes. The public also stated that sex offenders are 

generally resistant to treatment and rehabilitation (Center for Sex Offender Management, 

2010; Katz-Schiavonne, Levenson & Ackerman, 2008; Levenson, Brannon, Fortney & Baker, 

2007). Another study aimed at studying public attitudes toward sentencing, treatment, 

management and perceived dangerousness of sex offenders among 78 university 

undergraduates. The respondents did not believe that sentencing of sex offenders was severe 

enough. Thus, even though respondents did not believe that the sentencing was severe 

enough, they tended to choose alternative options such as treatment and risk management to 

sentencing rather than just long and severe penal punishments (Olver & Barlow, 2010). 

Further, a study among 397 public respondents suggests that when people are presented with 

the option of punishment and rehabilitation rather than just punishment for an offence, people 

tend to choose both punishment and rehabilitation (McCorkle, 1993). In contrast, research 

aimed at investigating attitudes towards sex offenders in relation to rehabilitation among 746 

public respondents, found that the majority thought that it was impossible to rehabilitate sex 

offenders, or that they did not know if the offender could be rehabilitated (Payne, Tewksbury 

& Mustaine, 2010). Another study including 355 undergraduate students found that 

respondents rated higher punishment and lower rehabilitation for sexual offenders than non-

sexual offenders (Rogers & Ferguson, 2011). In conclusion, research on how to sentence and 

manage sexual offenders show inconsistent results.  

Research regarding how attitudes differ depending on type of offence is scarce. One 

study measuring differences in attitudes among 139 students and forensic professionals found 

no significant differences in attitudes between different types of offences (e.g. stranger rapist, 

acquaintance rapist, stranger victim pedophile and family victim pedophile) (Ferguson & 

Ireland, 2006). Another study examining differences in fear towards sexual offenders using a 

public sample (733 participants), found that the participants reported fear towards offenders of 

all measured offences (e.g. incest, statutory rape, marital rape, date rape, pedophilia and 

offences committed ten years prior) (Kernsmith, Craun & Foster, 2009). Participants reported 

most fear towards pedophiles, and then offenders of incest. Participants reported being least 
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afraid of offenders of statutory rape. These findings indicate that there are differences in 

people’s attitudes between different types of sexual offences. 

Research suggest that there is a difference in attitudes towards sexual offenders 

between groups. One study among 537 public respondents has found that females hold more 

fear and are more punitive toward sexual offenders than men (Pickett, Mancini & Mears, 

2013). Also, the same study found that people with low socioeconomic status together with 

being less educated and of older age hold more negative attitudes towards offenders. People 

who may encounter sexual offenders in their work tend to have more positive attitudes than 

the general public (Gakhal & Brown, 2011; Hogue & Peebles, 1997; Willis, Levenson & 

Ward, 2010) and students have also been found to have more positive attitudes towards them 

in comparison to the general public (Gakhal & Brown, 2011). Further, a study conducted 

among 90 prison employees and 412 college students found that the prison employees hold 

more positive attitudes towards sexual offenders than college students (Kjelsberg & Loos, 

2008). In Kjelsberg and Loos (2008) study, the prison employees underwent an educational 

program on sexual offenders; thus, the result from the study is in line with research suggesting 

that education has an impact on attitudes towards sexual offenders (Brown, 1999; Ferguson & 

Ireland, 2006). 

Theoretical Framework 

From a theoretical standpoint, the stereotypical images of sexual offenders might form 

a distorted “sexual offender schema” (Fiske & Taylor, 1984). This schema is defined by a 

knowledge structure in people’s memory, which contributes to judgments and evaluations of 

sexual offenders where negative attitudes are formed mostly because of the knowledge that is 

stored in people’s memory. For example, research has found that people hold more punitive 

attitudes towards sex offenders when the label “sex offenders” was used, rather than “people 

who have committed crimes of a sexual nature” (Harris & Socia, 2016, p. 667). Further, 

according to the “sexual offender schema”, people who do not hold stereotypical images 

about sex offenders hold more positive attitudes towards them (Fiske & Taylor, 1984). This 

might be because they are less likely to be biased, for example by the media (Harper & 

Bartels, 2016) and therefore do not have a biased sexual offender schema (Fiske & Taylor, 

1984). For example, research have found that forensic professionals hold more positive 

attitudes towards sexual offenders in comparison to non-professionals (Gakhal & Brown, 

2011; Kjelsberg & Loos). To conclude, the sexual offender schema may help to explain why 

people have stereotypical images about sexual offenders.  
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How attitudes toward specific offences differ depending on people’s stereotypical 

images of sex offenders can be theoretically explained by the theoretical concept 

representativeness heuristics. Research has found that when the stereotypical images of 

sexual offenders are challenged with information about specific characteristics or details 

about the offence, people make judgments based on this theoretical concept or theory 

(Kahneman, Slovic, & Tversky, 1982). The theory implicates that judgments are an automatic 

mental process, which involves evaluation of how much one case is similar to another case. 

Regarding sexual offenders, people may hold more negative attitudes towards the offender if 

the description closely matches their stereotypical image of sex offenders. Research have 

found support to this theory in that offenders who plan their offence are judged more punitive 

in comparison to offenders who committed the offence impulsively (Hogue & Peebles, 1997), 

and that juvenile offenders were judged less punitive in comparison to adult offenders 

(Harper, 2012). These descriptions of the offender (e.g., planned versus impulsive offence and 

young versus old offender) challenge the “stereotypical images” of a sexual offender and 

support that people make judgments based on the "representativeness heuristics".  

Research gaps 

Research has found that characteristics of the offence influence people’s attitudes 

(King & Robert, 2017). However, there is a lack of research regarding how attitudes towards 

sexual offenders differ depending on the specific offence, which is one of the aims of the 

present thesis. Further, whether there is a difference in attitudes towards offenders of sexual 

harassment and rape has not been explored, which is a research gap that the present thesis 

aims to fill. 

Since research has found that positive attitudes are related to several positive 

outcomes, for example decreased risk of reoffending, discrimination, successful rehabilitation 

and reintegration (Fiske, 2000; Glaser, 1969; Harper & Hogue, 2014), and that education is 

related to more positive attitudes towards offenders (Brown, 1999; Ferguson & Ireland, 2006; 

Kjelsberg & Loos, 2008), it is important to measure attitudes towards sexual offenders in 

different contexts. The present thesis aims to fill this research gap since no study have 

examined these differences in Sweden earlier. 

Regarding the stereotypical images of sexual offenders, previous research are in line 

with the theoretical “sex offender schema”. In consideration of the ongoing debate of sexual 

offences in the uprising of #MeToo, there is a need for research examining people’s attitudes 

towards the stereotypical images of sex offenders, which the present thesis aims to examine. 

Furthermore, there is a lack of research regarding whether people make judgments based on 
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the “representativeness heuristics” when there are descriptions of specific offences, and not 

descriptions of the offender, that challenge the stereotypical image. The present thesis aims to 

fill this research gap by examining how attitudes towards sex offenders differ based on 

differences in attitudes between rape, which is an offence that closely matches the 

stereotypical image of sex offenders, and sexual harassment, which do not closely match this 

image. 

The Present Thesis’ Aim and Research Questions 

According to Harper, Hogue & Bartels (2017 p. 209), prevention of sexual offending 

is a “public health issue”. Today, interventions take place after a sexual crime is committed. 

The focus is to address the offender’s responsibility of the crime and to manage the victims’ 

trauma. By examining people’s attitudes towards sexual offenders, one could reach a more 

comprehensive view of sexual offenders, which might contribute to interventions before 

sexual offences take place. In turn, by taking action and work against sexual offences before 

the offence has been committed may result in less suffering (Harper, Hogue & Bartels, 2017). 

The aim of the present thesis is to explore students’ attitudes towards sexual offenders. 

More specifically, we examine differences in attitudes depending on type of offence, and 

depending on if students report having a stereotypical image of sexual offenders or not. The 

research questions are: 

1. Do students’ attitudes towards sexual offenders differ when specific details of the 

offence are known compared to when specific details are unknown? 

2. Do students’ attitudes regarding sentencing and managing, risk perception and 

stereotype endorsement towards sexual offenders differ depending on type of 

offence, specifically between sexual harassment and rape? 

3. Do students with a stereotypical image of sexual offenders and students without a 

stereotypical image of sexual offenders differ regarding their attitudes on 

sentencing and managing, risk perception and stereotype endorsement? 

Hypotheses 

We hypothesize that students’ attitudes towards sexual offenders will be more 

negative when specific details of the offence are unknown in comparison to attitudes towards 

the offender when specific details of the offence are known. This assumption is based on 

theory of the “sexual offender schema”, which proposes that knowledge about sex offenders 

is stored in people’s memory and contributes to a stereotypical image of the offenders (Fiske 

& Taylor, 1984). This has in turn been found to be associated to relatively consistent negative 

attitudes towards offenders (McCormick, Walkey & Taylor, 1984). 
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Regarding our second research question, we hypothesize that judgments towards the 

sexual offender who have raped someone will be more negative in comparison to the offender 

who have sexual harassed someone. This hypothesis is based on the “representativeness 

heuristics” theory, which argues that judgments are a mental process involving evaluations of 

how much a specific case is similar to the stereotypical image a person has stored in their 

memory (Kahneman, Slovic & Tversky, 1982). Thus, since we hypothesize that the students 

will have more negative attitudes and hold a stereotypical image of sex offenders, we assume 

that rape will be more negatively judged in comparison to sexual harassment. On the other 

hand, differences in attitudes towards the two offences can depend on the severity of offence. 

Thus, no research has been made comparing attitudes towards rape and sexual harassment, 

and no hypothesis based on this possibility is drawn.  

Regarding our third research question, we hypothesize, based on the theory “sexual 

offender schema” (Fiske & Taylor, 1984), that students who report having a stereotypical 

image of sexual offenders will have more negative attitudes towards the offender of the 

unknown offence, the offender of sexual harassment and the offender of rape. Furthermore, 

we also expect these students to have more negative attitudes towards offenders regarding 

sentencing and managing, risk perception and stereotype endorsement. This is because the 

theory suggests that people who have a more biased “sexual offender schema” will have more 

negative attitudes towards the offenders. 

Method 

Design 

The present thesis is a quantitative cross-sectional study where vignettes were used to 

examine differences in students’ attitudes towards sexual offenders of different type of 

offences. The questionnaire consisted of the shortened version of the Attitudes to Sexual 

Offenders (ATS-21) scale, one vignette describing a hypothetical scenario about rape, the 

Perceptions of Sex Offenders (PSO) scale, another vignette describing a hypothetical scenario 

about sexual harassment and the PSO scale again. Furthermore, the questionnaire examined 

how these attitudes differed depending on if the students reported having a stereotypical 

image of sexual offenders or not. Participants in the thesis were university students from a 

midsize town in Sweden. 

Participants 

The present thesis used a convenience sampling strategy and the sample consisted of 

186 university students (49.5 % females and 48.9 % males) with ages ranging from 18-49 (M 

= 23.41 SD = 4.11). Twenty-eight-point two percent were majoring in social sciences, 27.7 % 
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in economics, 14.9 % in legal studies, 7.4 % in societal planning, 7.4 % in education, 4.8 % in 

media and communication, 3.2 % in engineering, 2.7 % in work therapy and 1.1 % in nursing. 

How many semesters the students had been studied, including the current semester, ranged 

from 1-10 (M = 3.55, SD = 2.28). The external attrition, students who declined participation, 

was estimated to be 25 % (63 students out the 252 that were approached). The internal 

attrition was three students (1.2 %) that did not complete the entire questionnaire, and was 

therefore not included in the statistical analysis. Students that did not answer specific 

questions were considered as missing. Hence, the internal attrition in the analyses varies. 

Material 

Demographic Factors. The survey included questions about the participants’ age, 

gender, which university course or program they are enrolled in and how many semesters they 

have been studying. 

Stereotypical Image of Sexual Offenders. To examine whether students had a 

stereotypical image of sexual offenders or not, participants were asked to write which type of 

sexual offender they had in mind after completing the first measure that examined attitudes 

towards sexual offenders where details of the offence were unknown (ATS-21). Based on the 

definitions of sexual offender stereotypes as “violent, predatory male pedophile” (King & 

Robert, 2017 p.72) and “real-rape” which involve a stranger rapist attacking a young victim at 

night (Estrich, 1987), we considered the answers “rapist”, “pedophile” or both as having a 

stereotypical image of sexual offenders. Those who wrote that they did not think of any 

specific offence or several offences were considered to not have a stereotypical image of 

sexual offenders. Responses were clustered into two different categories: stereotypical image 

of sexual offenders and non-stereotypical image of sexual offenders. Sixty-three point eight 

percent of the participants had a stereotypical image and 35.1 % of the participants had a non-

stereotypical image of a sexual offender. 

Vignettes. The purpose of conducting a vignette study is to study and analyze 

people’s choices and attitudes of a hypothetical/presumed situation in which are as close to 

reality as they can be (Jergeby, 1999). People will probably possess principles that are latent 

and normative and these will show people’s different positions in a specific type of questions 

or topic (Alexander & Becker, 1978; Rossi & Nock, 1982 cited in Jergeby, 1999). Vignettes is 

also a methodological tool, to produce a short hypothetical scenario that the respondents are 

supposed to give their reaction and opinions about the specific scenario in which the vignette 

is eliciting (Schoenberg & Ravdal, 2000; Jergeby, 1999). After the respondent has read the 

story they will be directed to answer questions that capture their attitudes based on the 
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presented story (Schoenberg & Ravdal, 2000). In the aspect that the vignette is fictional and 

places the respondent in a situation that he or she is not comfortable with, we can obtain 

information above and beyond the respondent’s current experience (Finch, 1987). 

We created two vignettes, one about a hypothetical scenario concerning sexual 

harassment and one concerning rape. The offences were based on the requisites in the penal 

code, 6th chapter BrB. We pretested the vignettes by giving them to 10 people to validate 

their truthfulness. No corrections from the original vignettes were made.  

The reason for conducting two different vignettes is because we wanted to compare 

the two sexual offences and examine if the participants’ attitudes towards the offender 

differed depending on the specific offence and to compare attitudes between when 

information about the offence was known vs unknown. The two vignettes are presented below 

in Swedish: 

 

Vignette 1. Erika, Birgit, Ellen och Desideria befinner sig på en hemmafest hemma hos Ellen, 

där även Erik, Oskar och Olle befinner sig. 

När Ellen ska gå på toaletten så tränger sig Olle på och tar tag i Ellens midja för att sedan 

smeka henne upp över brösten. Ellen tar väldigt illa vid sig och slår bort händerna på Olle 

samtidigt som hon stormar ut från lägenheten. 

Några timmar senare när oklarheter uppdagats så rör sig samtliga deltagare från festen ut på 

klubb. 

Ellen upprättar dagen efter en polisanmälan om sexuellt ofredande. 

 

Vignette 2. Elin är ute och festar med sin väninna Madeleine. 

När nattklubben stänger tar Madeleine en taxi hem men Elin bestämmer sig för att promenera 

hem då hon endast bor 10 minuters promenad ifrån nattklubben. På vägen hem går hon 

igenom en tom park med dålig belysning. När hon promenerar genom parken märker hon att 

det är någon som går en bit bakom henne. Elin får en konstig känsla och börjar öka takten 

varpå hon märker att personen bakom henne börjar springa ikapp henne. Personen är en äldre 

man vid namn Urban. Urban springer ikapp Elin, varpå han överfaller henne och våldtar Elin. 

Elin upprättar dagen efter en polisanmälan om våldtäkt. 

 

The Attitudes to Sexual Offenders scale (ATS-21). Attitudes towards sexual 

offenders were measured using ATS-21 (Hogue, 2015), which is a shortened version of The 

Attitudes to Sexual Offenders scale (ATS) (Hogue, 1993). The original ATS scale is a 36-

item self-report measuring which aims to capture respondents’ affections and evaluations 
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towards sexual offenders. The ATS was developed through modification of the Attitudes to 

Prisoners scale (Melvin, Gramling & Gardner, 1985) where Hogue (1993) changed the word 

prisoners to sexual offenders. 

The shortened version of ATS, ATS-21, consists of 21 items out of the original 36 

items. ATS-21 also consists three subscales (e.g., stereotype endorsement, risk perception and 

sentencing and management) that are included in the total 21 items. The measure has been 

reported to strongly correlate with the original measure (r = 0.98, p < .001). The items in the 

ATS-21 provide an examination of the three attitudinal components cognition, affect and 

behavior as suggested by Breckler and Manis (1984). Therefore, the items in ATS-21 are 

measured using three subscales: trust, intent and social distance. Trust relates to how much a 

sexual offender should be trusted and includes statements such as: “Sex offenders are 

immoral” and “Sex offenders are different from other people”. Intent relates to the intent of 

the offender with statements such as: “Sex offenders are just plain mean at heart” and “Sex 

offenders are always trying to get something out of somebody”. Social distance relates to how 

socially distant the offender is seen with statements such as: “Sex offenders need affection 

and praise just like anybody else” and “Most sex offenders are victims of circumstances and 

deserve help”. The items are rated using a five-point Likerts scale ranging from 1-5 (1 = 

Strongly Disagree and 5 = Strongly Agree). If the participant scores high on the ATS, it is 

equivalent with positive attitudes towards sex offenders and vice versa (Hogue 2015).  

The ATS-21 scale has a total of 21 items, with 11 reverse coded items. Responses 

were indicated on a 5-point Likerts scale ranging from 1-5. An index was created by 

summarizing all the items together and removing a constant of 1 from each item. Further, the 

index was divided by the summarized items total score (e.g., 84) so that the functional 

measure ranged from 0-1 in the statistical analyses. High values indicate more positive 

attitudes towards sexual offenders.  

In the present thesis, the measure has been translated to Swedish by the authors. The 

translated scale was completed by 10 people with the purpose of doing a pilot study to test the 

face validity of the measure. After completing the survey, the respondents gave feedback to 

the authors who were taken into account and some corrections were made. The internal 

consistency reliability for the sample (n = 186) was α = .89. The three subscales were not used 

in the analyses, only the total scale since we only wanted to compare general attitudes towards 

offenders when information about the offence was known vs unknown.  

The Perceptions of Sex Offenders (PSO) scale. Harper and Hogue (2014) have 

created the PSO scale using Breckler and Manis (1984) three attitudinal components as a 
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theoretical guide. The scale consists of 20 items and include three subscales: sentencing and 

management, stereotype endorsement and risk perception. These factors are all created to 

understand respondents’ understanding of sex offenders and how respondents perceive how 

the offender should be sentenced and managed after being convicted. Sentencing and 

management includes statements such as: “With support and therapy, someone who 

committed a sexual offence can learn to change their behavior” and “People who commit sex 

offences should be subjected to harsh restrictions on their liberty for the rest of their lives”. 

Stereotype endorsement includes statements such as: “Most sex offenders are unmarried men” 

and “Most sex offenders keep to themselves”. Lastly, risk perception includes statements such 

as: “Some sex offenders should be allowed to work in schools” and “People are far too on 

edge about the risks posed by sex offenders”. Items are rated using a six-point Likerts scale 

ranging from 1-6 (1 = strongly disagree and 6 = strongly agree).  

The PSO scale consisted of 20 items whereas 14 of them were reverse coded for 

sexual harassment, and 15 reverse coded items for rape. In similar to the ATS-21, responses 

were indicated on a 5-point Likerts scale where a constant of 1 was removed from each item, 

and the measure was divided by the total score of all items (e.g., 80) so the functional range of 

answers was 0-1. Three subscales were included: sentencing and management, risk perception 

and stereotype endorsement. Like the total measure, items were summed and then averaged to 

create each subscale. The functional range of answers was 0-1. 

Harper and Hogue (2014) limits the PSO scale by arguing that the term “sex offender” 

is an extremely broad phrase for a group that is not homogeneous. They then suggest future 

research to examine different offender groups by changing the word “sex offender” to a more 

specific offender type in the PSO scale. Taking these limitations into account, we changed the 

word “sex offender” in the PSO to the specific offence that was presented in each vignette. 

Further, the measure was translated to Swedish by the authors. The Swedish version was 

completed by 10 people with the purpose of doing a pilot study to test the face validity of the 

measure. After the respondents had completed the survey, corrections based on respondents’ 

feedback were made. In this thesis, the measure ranged from 1-5 instead of 1-6. The internal 

consistency reliability was α = .77 for the scale measuring attitudes towards sexual 

harassment (for the subscales: α = .81 for sentencing and management, α = .31 for risk 

perception and α = .81 for stereotype endorsement) and α =.83 for the scale measuring 

attitudes towards rape (for the subscales: α = .86 for sentencing and management, α = .38 for 

risk perception and α = .78 for stereotype endorsement).  
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Procedure 

The present thesis was conducted through data collected at a university in a midsize 

city in Sweden during four separate weekdays. Only students that were available at the 

university during the weekdays were approached and asked to participate. The authors 

approached students and presented the overall purpose of the thesis, that the questionnaire 

would take about 7-10 minutes to accomplish, and asked if the students were interested and 

able to participate. If the student agreed to participate, the authors handed out a questionnaire, 

which included an informant sheet where the participants were informed about the purpose of 

the thesis, that their participation in the thesis were voluntarily, and that they could choose to 

discontinue their participation at any time for any reason. Also, participants were promised 

full confidentiality and that the information that they contribute with would only be used for 

the purposes of the present thesis. Information about where the authors could be contacted 

was also provided. To ensure that the results would not be biased by the order of the vignettes, 

we used the control technique counterbalancing (Christensen, Johnson & Turner, 2014) which 

means that half of the participants (50 %) were administered a questionnaire that had an 

opposite order of the vignettes than the other half of the participants had. After the participant 

was given the questionnaire, the authors thanked the participant for his or her participation 

and told them that they would come back in about 20 minutes and retrieve the completed 

questionnaire. The participants were not compensated for their participation. 

Statistical Analysis 

All statistical analyses were made in Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 

(SPSS) version 23. To examine whether there were differences in attitudes between men and 

women we used the statistical analysis independent sample t-test. Further, to examine if there 

were differences in attitudes depending on what the students’ are majoring in and how many 

semesters they had studied, we ran two separate one-way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA).  

To test our first research question, we used the statistical analysis paired samples t-

test. We used this statistical analysis since our data was normally distributed. We analyzed 

mean differences between participants’ scorings on the ATS-21 scale and the two PSO scales 

(e.g., the scales that came after each vignette). 

To test our second research question, paired samples t-tests and Wilcoxon signed-rank 

test was used. Mean differences between participants’ scorings of the two PSO scales that 

came after each vignette and the subscale sentencing and management were analyzed with 

paired sample t-tests since the data were normally distributed. Mean differences between 
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participants’ scorings on the subscales risk perception and stereotype endorsement were 

analyzed using Wilcoxon signed-rank test since the data were not normally distributed.  

To test our third research question, we used the statistical analyses independent sample 

t-test and Mann Whitney U. Independent sample t-test was used to analyze mean differences 

between participants that reported having a stereotypical image sexual offenders and 

participants that did not report having a stereotypical image of sexual offender on their 

attitudes when details of the offence were known (PSO scales that followed after the vignettes 

that described that cases about sexual harassment and rape) and unknown (e.g., AT-21 were 

no information of the offence was given) since the data was normally distributed. Independent 

sample t-test were also used to examine mean differences for the subscale sentencing and 

management. The subscales risk perception and stereotype endorsement between the two 

offences were analyzed using the Mann Whitney U since data were not normally distributed. 

Results 

To examine if students’ attitudes differed depending on their gender, we ran an 

independent sample t-test. The results showed that there were no significant differences 

between men and women's attitudes towards the offender when details of the offence were 

unknown (ATS-21), t (160) = .41, p = .68, towards the offender of sexual harassment (PSO), t 

(165) = 1.25, p = .22, and towards the offender of rape (PSO), t (168) = .64, p = .52. To examine 

if attitudes differed depending on how long the students had been studying, we ran a one-way 

Analysis of Variance (ANOVA). The results suggested no significant differences in attitudes 

towards the unknown offence, F (3, 159) = .89, p = .45, towards the offender of sexual 

harassment, F (3, 164) = .06, p = .98, and the offender of rape, F (3, 167) = 1.50, p = .22. 

Moreover, to examine whether the students’ attitudes differed depending on their major we 

ran a one-way ANOVA. The results showed that there were no significant differences in 

students’ attitudes towards the offender of the unknown offence, F (8, 151) = 1.23, p = .28, 

towards the offender of sexual harassment, F (8, 156) = .85, p = .56, and rape, F (8, 159) = .56, p = 

.81. 

To examine if students’ attitudes towards sexual offenders differ when specific details 

of the offence is known compared to when specific details are unknown, we ran paired sample 

t-tests. The results showed that there were significant mean differences between students’ 

attitudes of when details of the offence were unknown and attitudes when details of the 

offence were known (e.g., case describing sexual harassment and rape). Specifically, students 
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had more negative attitudes towards the offender when details of the offence were unknown, 

in comparison to the offender of rape and sexual harassment (see Table 1). 

 

Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics and Paired Sample t-tests, Attitudes towards Sexual offenders when the 

Sexual offence is Known (PSO Scales for Sexual Harassment and Rape) vs Unknown (ATS-21 

Scale where Specific Details of the Offence are not Known)  

 n M (SD) t-test 

Sexual offence known (Sexual harassment) vs 

Sexual offence unknown 

149 .59 - .43 (.10) - (.14) -16.75*** 

Sexual offence known (Rape)  

vs Sexual offence unknown 

149 .46 - .43 (.13) - (.14) -3.01*** 

Note. M = Mean, SD = Standard deviation. n = Sample size. 
*** p < .001 

 

To examine if students’ attitudes towards sexual offenders differ depending on type of 

offence, specifically between sexual harassment and rape, we ran a paired sample t-test. The 

results suggested a significant mean difference between students’ attitudes towards the 

offender of sexual harassment and the offender of rape t (155) = 16.43, p < .001. More 

specifically, students had more negative attitudes towards the offender of rape (M = .46, SD = 

.12) than the offender of sexual harassment (M = .59, SD = .10). 

To examine whether students’ attitudes differ regarding the factor sentencing and 

management between sexual harassment and rape, we ran paired samples t-test. The result 

showed that there was a significant mean difference in students’ attitudes. More specifically, 

students had more negative attitudes regarding sentencing and management towards the 

offender of rape than the offender of sexual harassment. To examine whether students’ 

attitudes regarding risk perception and stereotype endorsement, we ran Wilcoxon signed-rank 

tests. The results showed that students had more negative attitudes towards the offender of 

rape than the offender of sexual harassment regarding both factors (see Table 2). 

 

Table 2 

Descriptive Statistics and Paired Sample t-test for Sentencing and Management and Wilcoxon 

signed-rank tests for Risk Perception and Stereotype Endorsement (PSO Subscales between 
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Sexual Harassment and Rape). 

 n M (SD) t-test  

Risk perceptions – Sexual harassment 180 .44 (.18) -2.75** 

Risk perceptions – Rape 178 .39 (.24) -2.75** 

Sentencing and management – Sexual harassment 170 .66 (.14) 14.83*** 

Sentencing and management – Rape 170 .50 (.19) 14.83*** 

Stereotype endorsement – Sexual harassment 178 .53 (.22) -2.62** 

Stereotype endorsement – Rape 182 .47 (.19) -2.62** 

Note. M = Mean, SD = Standard deviation, n = Sample size. 
** p < .01, *** p < .001 

 

To examine whether students with a stereotypical image of sexual offenders differed 

from those without a stereotypical image of sexual offenders regarding their attitudes towards 

offenders, we compared them across several factors. The results from the independent 

samples t-test revealed that there were significant mean differences between the two groups 

on attitudes towards the sexual offender of the unknown offence, towards the offender of 

sexual harassment and towards the offender of rape. Students who reported having a 

stereotypical image of sexual offenders had significantly more negative attitudes towards the 

sexual offender of the unknown offence, than those who did not report having a stereotypical 

image of sexual offenders. Further, students with a stereotypical image of sexual offenders 

had significantly more negative attitudes towards the offender of sexual harassment and rape, 

than those without a stereotypical image of sexual offenders. 

 Further, the results from the independent sample t-test showed that there was a 

significant mean difference between the groups on their attitudes towards the offender of 

sexual harassment regarding the factor sentencing and management. Students who reported 

having a stereotypical image of sexual offenders had significantly more negative attitudes 

towards the offender than those who did not report having a stereotypical image of sexual 

offenders. The results from the Mann-Whitney U test showed that there was a significant 

mean difference between the groups on their attitudes towards the offender of sexual 

harassment regarding the factor risk perception. Students who reported having a stereotypical 

image of sexual offenders had significantly more negative attitudes towards the offender than 

those who did not report having a stereotypical image of sexual offenders. On the other hand, 

we did not find any significant differences between the two groups on their attitudes towards 

the offender of sexual harassment regarding the factor stereotype endorsement.  
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 Regarding the offender of rape, the results from the independent sample t-test showed 

that there was a significant mean difference between the groups on their attitudes towards the 

offender regarding the factors sentencing and management. The results revealed that students 

with a stereotypical image of sexual offenders had more negative attitudes towards the 

offender than those without a stereotypical image. Also, the results from the Mann-Whitney U 

test revealed that students with a stereotypical image of sex offenders had more negative 

attitudes towards the offender regarding the factor risk perception in comparison to those 

without. Thus, the results did not find a significant difference between the groups on the 

factor stereotype endorsement (see Table 3). 

 

 

Table 3 

Descriptive statistics, Independent Sample t-tests and Mann-Whitney U tests between Students with a 

Stereotypical Image and Non-stereotypical Image of Sexual Offenders. 

 Groups  

 

Sexual Offence 

Characteristics  

 Stereotypical 

image 

 Non-

stereotypical 

image 

   

 n M (SD) M (SD) t-test 

Unknown sexual offence 161 .40 (.14) .50 (.13) 4.30*** 

Sexual harassment 166 .57 (.10) .61 (.10) 2.44* 

Risk perception, Sexual 

harassment 

180 .42 (.18) .47 (.17) -2.16* 

Sentencing and management, 

Sexual harassment 

174 .70 (.12) .64 (.14) 2.79** 

Stereotype endorsement, 

Sexual harassment 

178 .53 (.23) .51 (.21) -.66 

Rape 169 .44 (.13) .50 (.12) 3.01** 

Risk perception, Rape 178 .36 (.23) .45 (.23) -.73 ** 

Sentencing and management, 

Rape 

177 .48 (.19) .57 (.18) 3.23** 

Stereotype Endorsement, Rape 182 .47 (.20) .46 (.17) -.21 

Note. M = Mean, SD = Standard deviation. n = Sample size. 
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001 
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Discussion 

The present thesis was conducted to expand the knowledge on students’ attitudes 

towards sexual offenders. We used a convenience sample of 186 university students to 

examine if students’ attitudes towards sex offenders differed when details of the offence were 

known vs unknown, and if attitudes differed depending on type of sexual offence (e.g., sexual 

harassment and rape). We also aimed to examine whether attitudes towards sexual offenders 

differed between students with a stereotypical image of sexual offenders and students without 

a stereotypical image. As we hypothesized, the results revealed that students had more 

negative attitudes towards the offender of the unknown offence, in comparison to rape and 

sexual harassment where details of the offence were known. Further, we hypothesized that 

students would hold more negative attitudes towards the offender who committed rape in 

comparison to the offender who committed sexual harassment, which findings in our thesis 

supported. We also hypothesized that students with a stereotypical image of sexual offenders 

would have more negative attitudes towards the offender of the unknown offence, the 

offender of sexual harassment and the offender of rape. Regarding attitudes towards how 

offenders should be sentenced and managed after conviction, how students perceive the risk 

of meeting a sexual offender and how strong the stereotypical thinking is about the sex 

offender was also hypothesized to be viewed more negative among the students with a 

stereotypical image of sex offenders, in which was found to be partly supported by our 

findings. In conclusion, the results revealed that students’ attitudes towards sexual offenders 

differed depending on whether details of the offence were known vs unknown, depending on 

type of offence, and whether the students had a stereotypical image of sexual offenders. 

The findings in the present thesis are in line with previous research that suggests that 

characteristics of an offence have an impact on attitudes towards the sexual offender (King & 

Roberts, 2017). Thus, there is a lack of research on how attitudes differ depending on the type 

of sexual offence. The findings in this thesis contribute new knowledge in that students’ 

attitudes towards sexual harassment were found to be more positive in comparison to a more 

serious and stereotypical crime as when the perpetrator became guilty of rape. Previous 

research on how attitudes differ when details of the offence is known vs unknown, is also 

limited. Research made in this area have concluded that attitudes towards offenders may vary 

based on how much information is provided to the person (Cullen et al., 2000) and others 

have found that when the word sexual offender is replaced by a more neutral phrasing such as 

“people who have committed crimes of a sexual nature”, attitudes were more positive towards 

the offender (Harris & Socia, 2016 p. 667). Hence, findings from the present thesis are 
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important in the aspects of how these attitudes vary based on information presented to the 

person. More specifically, our findings suggest that when information about the offence is 

presented, attitudes seem to be more positive in comparison to when no information about the 

offence is given. 

Research on how attitudes vary depending on type of offence is rather narrow. We 

have found one study conducted in the similar fashion as the current thesis (Ferguson & 

Ireland, 2006). In the study, participants were given a vignette and used a revised version of 

ATS-36. Their results showed no differences in attitudes towards sexual offenders regardless 

of type of offences (stranger rapist, acquaintance rapist, stranger victim pedophile, or family 

victim pedophile). Nevertheless, studies that use the ATS or ATS-21 and PSO advocate not to 

manipulate the ATS and to use the PSO scale an outcome measure combined with the ATS 

scale (Harper & Hogue 2014; Harper, Hogue & Bartels, 2017), as we do in the current thesis. 

However, we have not found any previous research on how attitudes differ between sexual 

harassment and rape, which the present thesis has conducted. Our findings are meaningful 

since we have contributed with new knowledge about how students perceive sexual offenders, 

how attitudes regarding sentencing and management differ depending on the offence and how 

offenders are seen as social distant or not. 

Past research indicate that people tend to have a stereotypical image of sexual 

offenders (Fiske & Taylor, 1984; Harris & Socia, 2016; King & Roberts, 2017) which 

findings from the present thesis support. Our findings revealed that students with a 

stereotypical image of sex offenders had rather negative attitudes towards the offenders of the 

unknown offence, sexual harassment and rape, which support previous research (McCormick, 

Walkey & Taylor, 1984). More specifically, students in the present thesis with a stereotypical 

image of sexual offenders were found to have more negative attitudes towards offenders of 

each offence. 

In accordance with our findings, previous research has also found that people who 

imagine a stereotypical image of sex offenders have more negative attitudes towards them in 

comparison to people without a stereotypical image. According to the theory “sexual offender 

schema”, people’s attitudes are formed because of how knowledge is stored in their memory 

(Fiske & Taylor, 1984). Explanations for this might be because of how media report sexual 

offences (Harris & Socia, 2016) and how acceptable or how uneducated people in one's 

surrounding are towards sexual offences, which might contribute to how biased they are. 

People who have been biased by media and people in their surrounding with negative 
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attitudes towards sexual offenders are therefore more likely to have a biased sexual offender 

schema (Fiske & Taylor, 1984) and possess more negative attitudes towards the offenders. 

Students in the present thesis were found to hold more positive attitudes towards the 

offenders of the known offences in comparison to the unknown offence. This finding can be 

explained by the theory “representativeness heuristics”, which refers to how people make 

judgments based on their stereotypical thinking (Kahneman, Slovic, & Tversky, 1982). More 

specifically, people with a stereotypical image of sexual offenders would hold more negative 

attitudes towards the offender of rape since that case is more similar to the stereotypical image 

of the offender in comparison to sexual harassment, which the findings in the present thesis 

support. 

We came across several unexpected findings in the present thesis. Since we asked 

participants to state their gender, age, university course or program and how many semesters 

that they had been studying, we were initially planning to examine more closely into these 

variables in our statistical analyses. This is because previous research suggests that women 

are more afraid and punitive towards sexual offenders in comparison to men (Pickett, Mancini 

& Mears, 2013), which could not be supported by the findings in the present thesis. Thus, 

research has found that students hold more positive attitudes towards sex offenders than the 

“general public” (Gakhal & Brown, 2011). Since we could not find any differences between 

men and women, this might be because we only measured students’ attitudes, and not 

attitudes of the general public. Another unexpected finding was that attitudes did not seem to 

differ depending on how long the students had been studying. This finding was unexpected 

since past research suggest that education is related to more positive attitudes towards 

offenders (Brown, 1999; Kjelsberg & Loos, 2008). The findings in the present thesis could 

not support this claim however, since we could not find any significant differences between 

participants that had been studying for fewer or more semesters. Regarding how attitudes 

differ depending on education, research also suggests that people who frequently have been in 

contact with sexual offenders have less negative attitudes (Gakhal & Brown, 2011; Hogue & 

Peebles, 1997; Willis et al., 2010) and that professionals or people with higher knowledge 

have more positive attitudes towards sexual offenders (Brown, 1999; Ferguson & Ireland, 

2006). Since previous research claims that there is an association between higher education 

and positive attitudes, we also examined whether there were differences in attitudes 

depending on what the students were majoring in: however, we could not find any differences 

in the present sample.  
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There are several limitations in the present thesis. The first is that the subscale risk 

perception in the PSO had very weak internal consistency reliability, which can depend on the 

low number of items included in this subscale. Even though this did not affect the internal 

consistency reliability of the total scale, future research is therefore not recommended to use 

this subscale alone. Another limitation with the present thesis is that we used a cross-sectional 

design with no randomized sampling from the student population, which means that our 

sample is not representative to compare with other student populations. However, since there 

has not been any research about attitudes towards sexual offenders in Sweden previously, the 

findings in the present thesis are meaningful since it contributes with knowledge about how 

these attitudes may differ. Due to resources and time, we used a convenience sampling 

strategy to collect our data. Limitations with this approach are that we cannot generalize our 

results, neither to students or other populations. As mentioned earlier however, the results 

contribute with hints of how attitudes towards sexual offenders might differ among students, 

and since previous research has not been conducted in this area in Sweden earlier, the findings 

from the present thesis are meaningful. Another limitation is the vignette method. The 

development of the vignette scenario can be a weakness, since it may appear as unrealistic to 

the respondent. Nevertheless, we wrote our own vignettes and let other students validate their 

truthfulness. Furthermore, since the measures used this thesis were translated to Swedish by 

the authors and not by two independent translators, there is a possibility that the measures 

were not correctly translated. Thus, we did translate the measures independently, compared 

the translated versions together and then tested the face validity of each measure by giving it 

to ten people. After this procedure, we compared the translated versions of the measures with 

the original measures to see that they still corresponded. Lastly, participants’ answers may 

have been biased due to social desirability. This may be the case since there is an ongoing 

societal debate about sexual offences and a lot of the people included in the sample were 

approached in groups. Participants may therefore have answered more punitive because of 

how media have been reporting about sexual offences lately. 

Strength with the present thesis is that we collected our sample by approaching 

respondents and asked them to participate. This means that we had strict control over our data 

collection in terms of only sampling individuals that study on the specific university. If we 

had collected our data by administering the questionnaire via a social platform, we would not 

have had control over if the student studied at the specific university, or even if the participant 

was a student. Also, we would not be able to count external attrition if we had not collected 

our sample manually. Further, our sample consisted of 186 undergraduates at the same 
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university, including an equivalent number of males and females, in ages ranging from 18-49. 

By collecting our data manually, we also had the possibility to use the counterbalance method 

in which we changed the order of the vignettes and the PSO scales in half of the 

questionnaires. Another strength is that we used measures of high validity and reliability. 

Also, we used ATS-21 and PSO scales together in which has been recommended in previous 

research (Harper, Hogue, & Bartels, 2017; Harper & Hogue 2014). Further, our sample may 

not be representative to the overall population of students, but in the aspect that the lack of 

research in the field of how attitudes differ depending of the specific offence, our thesis is of 

importance for future research about attitudes towards sexual offenders. Strength with this 

thesis is that previous research on attitudes towards sexual offenders are rather unexplored in 

a Swedish context. Hence, the findings in our thesis are valuable and information can be used 

in future research and in interventions and treatment aimed at reducing sexual offences. 

Sexual offending is a “public health issue” that result in a lot of suffering for a lot of 

people (Harper, Hogue & Bartels, 2017, p. 209) which the ongoing debate #MeToo 

reinforces. Since media is a powerful apparatus for driving public opinion both at national and 

international level, it is important that academics and professionals can relate to that aspect in 

their impact on media (Pratt, 2007). It is also important that professionals and academics 

relate not to blaming the victim while creating opportunities for sexual offenders while the 

victims are being ensured that it is not their fault and that they have been exposed to a crime. 

It is important that people relate to sexual offenders to receive a proportional sentence, as well 

as punishment and care by professionals (Willis et al, 2010). Currently, in the call of the 

#MeToo movement, media's role is of importance in order not to blame the victim as well as 

not to label the offender. 

To examine attitudes towards sexual offenders, one can get a more comprehensive 

view of sexual offenders that can be used in work aimed at reducing sexual offences before 

they even take place. For example, research on attitudes towards sexual offenders contributes 

with knowledge that can be useful in developing treatment facilities for sexual offenders. The 

influences of positive attitudes towards offenders in general have been identified to be 

important in relation to rehabilitation and release after completed conviction (Glaser, 1969; 

Harper & Hogue, 2014). Research has found that where the perception of sexual offenders is 

more positive, treatment facilities might be more successful in the aspects of decreased risk of 

recidivism and increased success to reintegrate back into society (Harper & Hogue, 2014). 

The results from the present thesis contributes with knowledge that can be useful for 

organizations and practitioners working with sexual offenders in the way that we have found 
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that students with a stereotypical image of sex offenders have more negative attitudes towards 

them. By properly educating people about sexual offenders, the education may lead to more 

positive attitudes and less discrimination towards these offenders. Since research has found 

that there is an association between stereotypical thinking and discrimination (Fiske, 2000), 

this may in turn lead to decreased risk of recidivism. Since the findings in the present thesis 

revealed that students with a stereotypical image of sexual offenders have more negative 

attitudes regardless of whether information about the offence was provided or not, and 

depending on type of offence, our findings can also be useful in workplaces aimed at reducing 

discrimination towards sexual offenders. 

Previous research has found that societal attitudes about penalty are a driving factor in 

political discourses about crime and punishment (Bosworth, 2011). Some authors have 

criticized the conceptual definition of penalty as an instrumental outcome in research (Gault 

& Sabini, 2000). On the other hand, researchers have defined penalty as a tendency of 

supporting harsh criminal justice policies like increasing the length of penalty and by 

restricting the offender’s basic human rights (Maruna & King, 2009). By examining and 

understand people’s opinions about punishment, it might contribute to an increased 

communication between people in the society and the criminal justice policies (Harper & 

Hogue, 2014). Considering the ongoing societal debate about sexual offences against women, 

the findings in our thesis contribute with knowledge about how opinions about punishment of 

specific offences might look like which further can be helpful in increasing the 

communication between the public and criminal justice policies. 

Since we used a convenience sample in the present thesis, it is questionable whether 

we can generalize our results to other students or populations. Future research could therefore 

use a random sample so that their results can be applicable to other people. Further, since the 

results in the present thesis contributes with hints of how students’ attitudes towards sexual 

offenders might look in Sweden, future research need to examine possible underlying factors 

of why people have and do not have stereotypical images of sexual offenders. More 

specifically, since we have found that student with a stereotypical image of sexual offenders 

had more negative attitudes towards offenders of the unknown and known offences, future 

research should examine how these stereotypical images are formed and maintained. 

In conclusion, our results revealed that students’ attitudes differed depending on 

whether details of the offence were known vs. unknown. The findings also revealed that 

students with a stereotypical image of sexual offenders have more negative attitudes towards 

the offenders. To speak plainly, the students that had reported that they were thinking about a 
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predator that very closely matches the stereotypical image of sexual offenders described in 

previous research (King & Roberts, 2017), also reported more negative attitudes towards the 

offender of unknown offence, and of the known offences, i.e., sexual harassment and rape. 

These findings suggest that sexual offenders are not a homogenous group and that attitudes do 

vary based on how much information is given, and depending on type of offence. Further, we 

also found that it is quite common among students to have a stereotypical image of sexual 

offenders. These findings should be considered in intervention and treatment strategies aimed 

at reducing discrimination and rehabilitate sexual offenders. Future research should examine 

possible causes for having a stereotypical image and not, and how one can overcome these 

images. 
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