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ABSTRACT 

This study attempts to empirically validate the 

fixated-regressed typology utilized in the child sexual abuse 

literature. The sample consisted of 136 consecutive cases of 

convicted child molesters tried in Pima County, Arizona over 

a two-year period (1984-1985) for whom case history, MMPI, 

pre-sentence reports, and police report data were collected 

prior to sentencing. Application of the criteria defining 

fixated versus regressed status yielded a unimodal and 

continuous distribution of child molesters, rather than the 

bimodal distribution predicted by theory. In a multiple 

regression analysis, three independent variables, i.e., 

whether the victim and offender were related, an offender's 

prior non-sex-criminal record, and offender age, signifi

cantly enhanced the accuracy of predicting an offender's 

degree of regression. Alternative conceptualizations to the 

fixated-regressed typology are described, and implications 

for understanding child molesters are discussed. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In recent years, the sexual abuse of children has 

received a great deal of attention among professional groups 

and the lay public (e.g., Finkelhor, 1979a, 1979b, 1984, 

1986; Alter-Reid, Gibbs, Lachenmeyer, & Massoth, 1986). The 

increased publicity has raised many questions, including that 

of the correlates and causal factors for this heinous crime 

(MacFarlane & Bulkley, 1982; Swenson & Grimes, 1958; Groth, 

1978; Howells, 1981; McCagy, 1967; Lanyon, 1986). The answer 

to this question is often important to the decisions of 

attorneys, judges, law enforcement personnel, medical pro

fessionals, mental health professionals, legislators, and 

other architects of public policy. For example, judges are 

frequently called upon to make legal determinations about 

offenders based on assumptions regarding their character

istics and amenability to treatment. Legislators are 

increasingly confronted with the issue of whether child sex 

abuse is a crime to be punished, or an illness to be treated. 

Mental health professionals are asked to determine whether 

child sexual abuse is a family problem or a function of 

individual pathology (MacFarlane & Bulkley, 1982; Rada, 1978; 

Furniss, 1983; Giarretto, Giarretto, & Sgroi, 1978; Lustig, 
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Dresser, Spellman, & Murray, 1966; Quinsey, 1977; Sgroi, 

1982; Sgroi, Blick, & Porter, 1982). 

The existing research suggests that the correlates 

and causal factors for child sexual abuse can be organized 

according to offender characteristics; victim, interpersonal 

and situational characteristics; and various combinations of 

the two categories (e.g., Cohen, Seghorn, & calmas, 1969; 

Frisbie, 1969; Frisbie & Dondis, 1965; Gebhard et al., 1965; 

Finkelhor, 1984; Mohr, 1981; Karpman, 1954; Swift, 1979; 

Swenson & Grimes, 1958; Howells, 1981; McCaghy, 1967). 

Offender Characteristics 

Offender characteristics include psychological 

diagnosis (Brancale et al., 1952; McCreary, 1975; Panton, 

1979; Anderson & Shafer, 1979; Kirkland & Bauer, 1982); 

elevations of MMPI scales 2, 3, 4, 7, 8, 9, 0 (Toobert 

et al., 1959; McCreary, 1975; Panton, 1979; Kirkland & Bauer, 

1982; Nagayama-Hall, Maiuro & Vitaliano, 1985); history of 

alcohol abuse (Kirkland & Bauer, 1982; Peters, 1976; Rada, 

1976; Weiner, 1962); age (Mohr, 1981; West, 1977; Toobert 

et al., 1959; McCreary, 1975; Panton, 1979); sex (Finkelhor, 

1984; Gebhard, Gagnon, Pomeroy, & Christenson, 1965; Karpman, 

1954; Mohr, 1981; Swift, 1979); ethnicity (Julian & Mohr, 

1979; Toobert et al., 1959); education (Toobert et al., 1959; 

McCreary, 1975; Panton, 1979); employment (Julian & Mohr, 

1979); marital status (Toobert et al., 1959; McCreary, 1975); 
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sexual knowledge and maturity (Swift, 1979; Groth, 1982a); 

childhood abuse (Swift, 1979; Groth, 1982a); prior sex of

fenses (Toobert et al., 1959; McCreary, 1975); prior non-sex 

offenses (Toobert et al., 1959); admission of guilt (Toobert 

et al., 1959); and crime committed (Apfelbert et al., 1944; 

Frosch & Bromberg, 1939; Swenson & Grimes, 1958). 

Collectively, this research suggests that these 

individuals are not all alike, but rather can be differen

tiated into various types (Mohr, 1981; West, 1977; Cohen, 

Seghorn, & Calmas, 1969; Justice & Justice, 1979; Groth, 

1978, 1979, 1982a, 1982b; Groth & Birnbaum, 1978; Groth, 

Hobson, & Gary, 1982). Perhaps the most accepted typology 

differentiates fixated from regressed offenders (Groth, 1978, 

1979, 1982a, 1982b; Groth & Birnbaum, 1978; Groth, Hobson, & 

Gary, 1982). According to this theoretical typology, the 

fixated child molester's sexual attraction to children 

constitutes an arrestment of his sociosexual maturation, 

resulting from unresolved formative issues which undermined 

his subsequent development and persist in his personality 

functioning. From the onset of adolescence, children have 

been the primary or exclusive object of the offender's sexual 

interests, and he exhibits a compulsive attraction to, and 

sexual fixation on children. Any sexual contact with adults 

is situational and never replaces his preference for, and 

chronic sexual involvement with children. Fixated child 
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molesters identify with children and appear to want to remain 

children themselves. It is for this reason that a fixated 

male offender tends to choose victims who are males, not due 

to a homosexual proclivity, but due to a narcissistic aim. 

On the other hand, the regressed offender's sexual 

involvement with a child constitutes a temporary or permanent 

departure from his more characteristic attraction to adults. 

Such a regressed offender does not exhibit any predominant 

sexual interest in children; a sexual attraction to children 

emerges in adulthood due to overwhelming responsibilities and 

conflictual and emotionally unfulfilling relationships as an 

adult. Such changes in sexual activity are typically 

activated by some precipitating stress and may wax and wane 

in response to the amount of stress the offender experiences 

in coping with adult life demands. Regressed male child 

molesters tend to target girls as victims because they are 

primarily emotionally invested in women in their adult 

relationships. 

The importance of finding a valid typology, whether 

it be Groth's or any other, is that it would have significant 

implications for assessment, management, and treatment of 

child molesters. For example, the fixated offender in 

Groth's typology is assumed more likely to re-offend than the 

regressed offender (Frisbie & Dondis, 1965; Frisbie, 1969), 

and more likely to be assessed as not amenable to treatment; 
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both conclusions increase the likelihood of the offender 

going to prison rather than being maintained in a community 

outpatient program. 

Obviously, an invalid typology may be worse than none 

at all. For instance, although situational factors may 

influence whether a child molester released from an insti

tution re-offends (Gibbens et al., 1980), Groth's typology 

allows far more weight to be attached to the offender's 

primary or exclusive sexual orientation towards young 

children, and to his inability to establish meaningful 

relationships with adult females; and forces a dichotomous 

label on the offender who may not behave like all other 

members of the group. In addition, although the use of 

typologies like fixated-regressed are useful in conceptu

alizing abstract distinctions between groups of offenders, 

they become problematic if they do not explain and predict 

most child sexual abuses. Indeed, there is research sug

gesting that the fixated-regressed typology cannot explain 

the fact that much child molester re-offending may be 

episodic; reconviction may occur many years after an initial 

offense, with no officially recorded intervening offending; 

and that such a pattern may reflect occasional situational 

offending (Gibbens et al., 1980). 
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Victim, Interpersonal, and 
Situational Characteristics 

Characteristics of the victim include his or her age 

(Baxter, Marshall, Barbaree, Davidson, & Malcolm, 1984; Mohr, 

1981; Toobert et al., 1959; Panton, 1979); and sex (Fitch, 

1962; Mohr, 1964; Toobert et al., 1959). The interpersonal 

and situational characteristics include the offender's rela

tionship with the victim (Finkelhor, 1979a; Toobert et al., 

1959; Panton, 1979); and the degree of the offender's 

involvement with children in general (McCagy, 1962; West, 

1977; Mohr, 1981). 

Much of this research'stresses the importance of the 

victim, interpersonal and situational factors interacting 

with the various types of offender personality disorgani

zation (Swanson, 1968). For example, it has been suggested 

that the likelihood that an offender will substitute a child 

for an adult woman as his choice of sex object depends on 

situational predisposing factors that include multiple life 

stresses (Swanson, 1968); loss of a sexual partner through 

the wife's illness or work requirements (Swanson, 1968); 

marital disruption (Swanson, 1968; McCreary, 1975; Peters, 

1976; Kirkland & Bauer, 1982); and the abuse of alcohol 

(Swanson, 1968; Peters, 1976; Rada, 1976, 1978; Weiner, 

1962). The marital difficulty typically includes an 

emotionally dependent man and a domineering wife who 

withdraws from the relationship (sexually and otherwise). 
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Thereafter, the husband begins to drink and sexually molests 

an accessible young child, who is not likely to reject him. 

Alcohol is seen as having a causal role in a child molester's 

behavior; it disinhibits the offender in a potential offense 

situation and increases his social and physical deteriora

tion, which decreases the accessibility of adult sexual 

partners and makes children more attractive (Rada, 1976, 

1978; Weiner, 1962). The alcoholic sex offender also shows 

further evidence of previous criminality, particularly with 

violent crimes (Hecimovie, 1968; Peters & Sadoff, 1970; 

McCord, 1972; Awad, 1976). 
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METHODOLOGICAL LIMITATIONS IN PRIOR RESEARCH 

It might seem at this point that the literature 

demonstrates the need to abandon existing typologies that 

solely focus on offender characteristics, or at least modify 

them to incorporate existing knowledge about the role of the 

victim, and interpersonal and situational characteristics. 

Unfortunately, the research is not convincing since a sig

nificant amount of it possesses methodological limitations. 

This work has been hampered by lack of clear definitions, 

biases in research samples, reporting biases, problems in 

data collection and evaluation, and failure to assess the 

construct validity of widely used typologies (Howells, 1981; 

Meiselman, 1978). 

Definitions 

All research requires consistency in the use of 

terminology. Unfortunately, some studies in the area of 

child sexual abuse employ the same term but intend different 

definitions (e.g., Sgroi, 1982; Berliner & Stevens, 1982; 

Finkelhor, 1979b; Conte, 1982). In addition, many studies 

focus only on one type of child sexual abuse, such as incest, 

but generalize to the whole area of child sexual abuse (e.g., 

Sgroi, 1982; Deyoung, 1982; Weinberg, 1955; Justice & 
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Justice, 1979; Gebhard, et al., 1965; Dixon, Arnold, & 

Calestro, 1978; Conte & Berliner, 1981). 

Biases in Research Samples 

Research on various aspects of child sexual abuse 

often involves skewed, nonrepresentative samples partly 

because subjects are obtained from legal, social or clinical 

agencies (e.g., Apfelburg, Sugar, & Pfeffer, 1944; Brancale, 

Ellis, & Doorbar, 1952; Fitch, 1962; Frisbie, 1969; Frisbie & 

Dondis, 1965; Frosch & Bromberg, 1939; Groth & Birnbaum, 

1978; McCagy, 1967; Pacht, Halleck, & Ehrman, 1962; Revitch & 

Weiss, 1962; Swenson & Grime's, 1958; Gebhard et al., 1965; 

Meiselman, 1978; Mohr, Turner, & Jerry, 1964; DeYoung, 1982). 

The people these agencies serve do not represent a random 

sample of sex offenders and their victims. Sample bias also 

occurs because the subject sources vary, from the courts 

(e.g., Mohr, 1981) and prisons (e.g., Gebhard et al., 1965), 

to hospitals (e.g., Nagayama-Hall, Maiuro, & Vitaliano, 1985) 

and psychotherapeutic settings (e.g., Meiselman, 1978). 

Thus, an attempt to summarize the research literature to 

determine what is known about child molesters and child 

sexual abuse can be misleading because different studies use 

qualitatively distinct sample sources that may not be compar

able. Finally, the type of subject in this research varies 

from convicted felons (e.g., McCagy, 1967; Fitch, 1965) to 

college students (e.g., DeYoung, 1982; Finkelhor, 1979a). 
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This disparity in type of subject makes it difficult to 

generalize from particular research findings to other 

populations involved in child sexual abuse. 

Reporting Bias 

Existing research has questionable generalizability 

because a substantial proportion of child sexual abuse 

incidents are never reported (McClintock, 1980; Finkelhor, 

1979a). Estimates of number of occurrences that get reported 

range from approximately 10% to 20% (Gagnon, 1965; Finkelhor, 

1979a). These percentages are believable when we consider 

that two-thirds of the victim-respondents in one study did 

not talk about the experience to anyone, thus precluding 

parents or others from reporting the offense (Finkelhor, 

1979a). Underreporting is a serious consideration because 

reported offenses may differ qualitatively from unreported 

cases. For example, reported incidents are more serious and 

damaging to the child than those not reported (Gagnon, 1965); 

reported offenses are less likely to involve boys, but more 

likely to involve younger children (Finkelhor, 1979a); 

offenders known to the victim are more likely to be reported 

than strangers; and offenses committed by older persons are 

more likely to be reported than those perpetrated by the 

younger (Finkelhor, 1979a). Thus, it is clear that reported 

incidents are likely to be a non-random sample of the total 

population of child sexual abuse, and findings and 
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observations based on such incidents may be seriously biased 

by the process of selection. 

Data Collection and Evaluation 

Previous child sexual abuse research has been 

hampered because of its heavy reliance on self-report 

measures. Self-report data have inherent problems and raise 

questions regarding accuracy and completeness. Offenders may 

be reluctant to honestly answer questions because of poten

tial negative consequences. In addition, memories of past 

events may be of questionable accuracy, subject to conscious 

and unconscious distortion and selectivity. 

Utilizing such self-report measures, researchers in 

this area differ as to how they gather and interpret infor

mation about the participants. The most widely used method, 

however, has been to report one or more case histories 

containing qualitative information obtained by a non-

structured interview method, either in the context of psycho

therapy or otherwise. These kinds of qualitative data are 

subject to a variety of distortions. In addition, very few 

studies have made use of psychological tests in the collec

tion of data. This is unfortunate since the reporting of 

standardized test results are less affected by researcher 

bias and lend themselves to normative comparisons. 
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Lack of Construct Validity 

Existing research also is characterized by failure to 

adequately assess the construct validity of existing typolo

gies like Groth's. For example, the only attempt to opera-

tionalize the distinction between the fixated and regressed 

child molester did not specify the precise criterion for 

group assignment (Groth & Birnbaum, 1978). Instead, it 

appears that the variables found to significantly distinguish 

the two groups may actually be the same variables used for 

the initial assignment to groups. This is problematic, 

because assigning a child molester whose victim was male to a 

fixated group, then concluding that fixated offenders can be 

distinguished from regressed offenders because they victimize 

males, is a tautological exercise that is misleading and 

provides us with no useful, new information. 
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CURRENT STUDY 

Given the methodological limitations of existing 

research, and given the fact that there are significant 

reasons to question the adequacy of Groth's fixated-regressed 

typology for accurately classifying child molesters, there is 

a need to assess the construct validity of the typology and, 

if necessary, incorporate existing knowledge about the role 

of victim, interpersonal, and situational characteristics. 

To do so, several of the methodological limitations in pre

vious research on the characteristics of child sexual abuse 

will need to be corrected and these issues re-examined. This 

study attempts this by: (1) using the operational measures 

of constructs employed in the fixated-regressed typology to 

determine if child molesters group dichotomously; (2) 

examining the frequency distributions of various offender, 

victim, interpersonal, and situational characteristics that 

are reported in the literature; and (3) assessing whether 

these offender, victim, interpersonal, and situational 

characteristics enhance prediction of an offender's degree of 

fixation-regression. 

It was hypothesized that the application of criteria 

defining fixated versus regressed status would produce a 

unimodal and continuous distribution of child molesters 
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rather than the bimodal distribution predicted by theory. 

This hypothesis more accurately reflects the complexity and 

variety of human behavior, and parallels the model that uses 

a continuum to describe the propensity for sexual involvement 

with children (Swanson, 1968). It also was hypothesized that 

victim, interpersonal, and situational characteristics 

reported in the literature but not included in the fixated-

regressed typology would enhance the accuracy for predicting 

an offender's degree of fixation/regression. No predictions 

were made about the significance of particular individual 

characteristics. 
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METHOD 

Definitions 

For purposes of this study, child sexual abuse is a 

sexual act imposed on a child who lacks sufficient emotional, 

maturational, and cognitive development to consent (Sgroi, 

1982), and is a special case of sexual victimization that 

denotes coercive or nonconsenting sexual activity (Berliner & 

Stevens, 1982). Child molestation is used synonymously with 

child sexual abuse and is, in this research, broadened to in

clude acts of exhibitionism, voyeurism, and other activities 

not involving direct physical contact between offender and 

victim, as well as acts involving physical contact. Note, 

however, that identifying a sexual act is not always clear-

cut task (Conte, 1982). Clear instances of sexual abuse 

(intercourse, oral-genital contact) need to be distinguished 

from other occurrences, (e.g., rubbing a child's back) which 

may have a sensual aspect but may not be abusive. 

Incest, a subtype of sexual abuse, is any form of 

sexual activity between a child and a parent figure, with 

less emphasis placed on the existence of a blood relationship 

and more emphasis on the kinship roles occupied by incest 

participants (Sgroi, 1982). The type of sexual activity 

defined as incest consists of any sexual activity or intimate 
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physical contact that is sexually arousing (Justice & Jus

tice, 1979). This sexual activity may include oral-genital 

relations, mutual masturbation, fondling, caressing erogenous 

areas of the body, or actual intercourse. Incestuous sexual 

activity includes physical contacts that are sexually arous

ing as well as non-physical acts that are sexually arousing, 

such as exhibitionism and voyeurism. 

Although most studies on child sexual abuse focus on 

father (or step-father)-daughter incest (e.g., Farrell, 1981; 

Herman & Hirschman, 1977; Julian & Mohr, 1979), this is a 

small proportion of the total child sexual abuse population 

(Conte & Berliner, 1981) and fails to incorporate other 

family members and non-family members. Child sexual abuse in 

the present study involves adult male sexual contact with 

children to whom they may or may not be related, as it is 

consistently reported that almost all sex offenders are male 

(Finkelhor, 1984; Gebhard, Gagnon, Pomeroy & Christenson, 

1965; Karpman, 1954; Mohr, 1981; Swift, 1979). 

Sexual offense is distinguished from sexual deviation 

or paraphilias in that the former is defined by criminal law, 

while the latter two refer to the moral and psychological 

norms of society. The child molester is both a sexual 

offender and a sexual deviate, is legally defined as one who 

has been charged and convicted of a crime of sexual behavior 

with a minor, and may be either fixated or regressed in 



Groth s theory. A pedophile, a fixated deviant in Groth s 

theory, is a psychological term that refers to a person who 

has sexual interests in children (Rada, 1978; Swanson, 1968; 

APA, 1980). A pedophile may never act out any of his tenden

cies and thus may not be a sexual offender. Finally, a child 

molester who committed his offense under unusual circum

stances and typically prefers adult sexual objects is not 

characterologically a pedophile, and is a regressed offender 

in Groth's theory. 

Subjects 

This study focuses on child molesters because they 

are easier to identify than non-offender pedophiles. The 

sample studied was drawn from convicted molesters appearing 

in Pima County Court Clinic files. This agency, located in 

Pima County, Arizona, is responsible for conducting psycho

logical evaluations of offenders convicted of child sexual 

abuse (child molesters). It routinely prepares reports for 

the courts to assist in sentencing. The clinic's files only 

contain reported incidents of child sexual abuse that result 

in criminal prosecution, conviction and evaluation by the 

clinic prior to sentencing. 

The subjects were 136 consecutive child molestation 

cases for the years of 1984 and 1985, drawn from the clinic's 

logbook. This book contains a chronological listing of all 

clients evaluated by the clinic. Data for each subject were 
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derived from a review of case histories, psychological tests, 

pre-sentence reports, police reports, and all other available 

information. 

The present or "instant" offense was used to deter

mine whether the case was included in the sample. Subjects 

were males, 17 years of age or older, who had sexually abused 

a child under the age of 15. Whenever there are sexual acts 

between an adult and a child under fifteen years of age, they 

are seen as coercive because a child of that age is unable to 

give informed consent to such a relationship (Arizona Revised 

Statutes Annotated, Sections 13-1404, 13-1405, 13-1410; 

Finkelhor, 1979b). 

Since psychological research on competency of child

ren indicates that children may be able to consent to such 

relationships after the age of fourteen, this issue may 

involve legal considerations rather than scientifically 

established developmental factors such as the ability to 

engage in abstract reasoning (Grisso, 1986). The legal 

distinction between child sexual abuse where the victim is 

under the age of 15 and sexual abuse or sexual conduct with a 

minor (traditionally recognized as statutory rape) where the 

victim is between the ages of 15 and 17 parallels the 

psychological literature that differentiates between adults 

who have sexual contact with younger children who have few 

secondary sexual characteristics, and adults who have sexual 
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contact with teenage girls who have secondary sexual charac

teristics that approximate those of a young woman. In this 

study, the victim age of less than 15 years was chosen to 

reflect current legal and psychological assumptions that 

differentiate between adult-child sexual abuse and adult-

young adult sexual abuse. 

When multiple victim cases occurred, it was decided 

to count data related only to the predominant victim when 

this could be determined, and for the first victim mentioned 

in the pre-sentence report when a predominant victim could 

not be determined. 

Procedure 

The identified cases were examined and the required 

information extracted. To measure the degree of fixation/ 

regression, an ordinal measure of fixated versus regressed 

characteristics was developed based on operational measures 

of variables suggested by Groth's fixated versus regressed 

dichotomy (see Table 1). 

The operational measures of variables suggested by 

the fixated versus regressed dichotomy were determined as 

follows. A subject was considered to have a primary sexual 

orientation towards children if there was no indication in 

the records of any present or past sexual relationships with 

adults; a determination of primary sexual orientation to 

adults was made if there was indication in the records of at 
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Table 1. Variables employed in the fixated-regressed 
dichotomy. — All variables refer to the offender. 

Variable Fixated Regressed 

1. Primary sexual orientation 
is to children or adults 

2. Primary sexual orientation 
is to males or females 

3. Sex of victim 

4. Marital status 

5. Drug abuse 

6. Alcohol abuse 

7. Offense alcohol related 

8. Recent loss of adult 
sexual partner 

9. Prior alleged child 
molestation 

Children 

Male 

Male 

Single 

No 

No 

No 

Yes 

Yes 

Adults 

Female 

Female 

Other than 
single 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

No 

No 
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least one present or past sexual relationship with an adult; 

primary sexual orientation towards males was found if the 

victim was male and there was an absence of evidence in the 

records of an offender's present or past sexual relationships 

with females; primary sexual orientation towards females was 

concluded if the victim was female and there was an absence 

of evidence in the records of an offender's present or past 

sexual relationships with males; sexual orientation was 

categorized as both male and female if the victim was male 

and there was evidence in the records that an offender had 

present or past sexual relationships with women, or if the 

victim was female and there was evidence in the records that 

the offender had present or past sexual relationships with 

women; an offender was considered single if he had never been 

married or lived together with a sexual partner; he was 

categorized as married in the past if he was separated, 

divorced or widowed; and he was considered married in the 

present if he was married or living together with a sexual 

partner at the time of the molest; drug and alcohol abuse 

were determined if specific mention of those problems was 

found in the records; whether the offense was alcohol related 

was based on information in the records that the offender had 

consumed any alcohol within three hours of the offense; 

recent loss of adult sexual partner was determined if there 
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was specific reference to such loss or if there was informa

tion in the records that the offender had experienced the 

termination of a sexual relationship by separation, divorce, 

or death within six months of the offense; and prior alleged 

child molestation was determined if there existed mention in 

the records of past convictions or allegations of sexual 

incidents involving children. 

To determine the subject's degree of fixation/regres

sion, each subject was assigned a score of zero for each of 

the variables that indicated fixation in his case, and a 

score of one for each variable that indicated regression. 

Thereafter, each subject's degree of fixation/regression was 

determined using his regression score, with higher scores 

denoting more regression and lower scores denoting more 

fixation. A distribution of the subjects' regression scores 

was produced to determine if the sample of molesters grouped 

dichotomously. 

After the distribution of the subjects' regression 

scores was generated, frequency distributions of offender, 

victim, interpersonal, and situational characteristics were 

examined that were referenced in the literature but are not 

included in the fixated/regressed dichotomy. Those variables 

that the literature indicated were consistently correlated 

with various facets of child sexual abuse were selected (see 

Table 2). Lastly, a mathematical model was developed that 
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Table 2. Offender, victim, interpersonal, and situational 
characteristics referenced in the literature, but 
not included in the fixated/regressed dichotomy. 

Variable 

1. Age of offender 

2. Education of offender 

3. Whether offender is employed 

4. Prior criminal record of offender for non-sex offenses 

5. Score of offender on MMPI scale 2 

6. Score of offender on MMPI scale 3 

7. Score of offender on MMPI scale 4 

8. Score of offender on MMPI scale 7 

9. Score of offender on MMPI scale 8 

10. Relationship between offender and victim 

11. Age of victim 
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relates a subject's degree of regression on Groth's criteria 

to the offender, victim, interpersonal, and situational 

characteristics, and a regression analysis was undertaken. 
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RESULTS 

Dependent Variable Measure 

A frequency distribution of the dependent variable 

was generated. Figure 1 shows the distribution of the 

ordinal measure of subjects' degree of regression within the 

present sample. The distribution (mean = 4.846, mode = 

5.000, median = 5.000, standard deviation = 1.805, standard 

error = 0.155; skewness = -0.318, kurtosis = -0.398) is 

unimodal, continuous, and approximates normality rather than 

being bimodal, as predicted by Groth's theory. 

Offender Correlates 

Table 3 presents offender correlates for the study 

sample. Offender education was distributed with a mean = 

10.801, mode = 12.000, median = 12.000; standard deviation = 

2.978, standard error = 0.255; skewness = -4.33, and kurtosis 

= 0.765. This reflects a distribution with a moderate skew 

to the right where a large proportion of the cases fall into 

the lower part of the range of educational experiences. 

One-half of the sample had a prior criminal record 

that did not include a sexual offense, with one quarter of 

the sample having a prior history of child molestation. More 

than half of the sample had a history of alcohol abuse, and 

more than a third had a history of drug abuse. Table 3 also 



Subjects' Regression Scores 

Figure 1. Distribution of subjects' scores on degree of 
regression within the present sample of convicted 
child molesters. -- Higher scores denote more 
regression and lower scores denote more fixation. 
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Table 3. Offender correlates, 

Variable Min. Max. Mean S. D. 

Age of offender 17.000 81.000 39.287 14. 448 

Education 2.000 19.000 10.801 2. 978 

(N) 

Marital Status 
Single 69.9 (23) 
Divorced, widowed or separated 22.8 (31) 
Married or living together 58.8 (80) 
Missing cases 1.5 (2) 

Ethnicity 
White 71.3 (97) 
Hispanic 22.1 (30) 
Indian 1.5 (2) 
Black 5.1 (7) 

Offender has a history of: 
Drug abuse 36.8 (50) 
Alcohol abuse 55.9 (76) 
Loss of adult sexual partner 34.6 (47) 
Prior criminal record 
(non-sex) 50.0 (68) 
Prior sex offenses 
(non-molest) 26.5 (36) 
Prior molests 25.7 (35) 

Employment of offender 67.6 (92) 

Guilt expressed 
(Yes) 73.5 (100) 
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indicates that over 80% of the sample had been married or in 

a heterosexual relationship. 

Consistent with previous research (Mohr, 1981), 

offender age distribution (mean = 39.287, median = 36.00; 

standard deviation = 14.448, standard error = 1.239; skewness 

= 0.656, kurtosis = -0.226) does not appear to be unimodal; 

rather, there appear to be clusters in the late teens and 

early twenties, late twenties and all through the thirties, 

and a wide scatter of offenders from age forty-five through 

the early seventies (see Figure 2). 

Victim, Interpersonal, and 
Situational Correlates 

Table 4 lists the victim, interpersonal, and situa

tional correlates of the sample, victim age ranged from 2 to 

14 years (mean = 9.684, median = 10.000, mode = 13.000; 

standard deviation = 2.973, standard error = 0.255; skewness 

= -0.497, kurtosis = -0.417). In 60% of the cases, victim 

and offender were related; in only 4% were they strangers. 

MMPI Findings 

Table 5 presents the MMPI scores of the offenders. 

The most elevated scale was scale 4 (mean = 67.076, S.D. = 

11.138), whereas the lowest elevation is seen on scale 0 

(mean = 52.568, S.D. = 9.763). 
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Figure 2. Age distribution of convicted child molesters. 



38 

Table 4. Victim, interpersonal, and situational correlates. 

Variable Min. Max. Mean S.D. 

Victim age 2 14 9.684 2.973 

% (N) 

Victim's sex 
Female 
Male 
Missing 

80.9 
18.4 
.7 

(110) 
(25) 
(1) 

Evidence of more than one 
incident of molest - 85.3 (116) 

Offense was related to 
alcohol abuse 30.1 (41) 

Whether offender and 
victim related 64.0 (87) 

Where offense occurred 
In home 
Out of home 

89.0 
11.0 

(121) 
(15) 

Relationship to victim 
Father 
Step-father 
Man living in house 
Other relative 
Acquaintance 
Stranger 
Missing 

19.9 
23.5 
5.9 

11.0 
30.0 
4.4 
5.1 

(27) 
(32) 
(8) 
(15) 
(41) 
(6) 
(7) 
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Table 5. MMPI scores of offenders.* 

Variable Range Mean S.D. 

D (scale 2) 39-95 62.078 11.540 

Hy (scale 3) 40-95 64.675 11.050 

Pd (scale 4) 41-95 67.076 11.138 

Pt (scale 7) 30-93 58.949 11.685 

Sc (scale 8) 38-95 60.172 11.786 

Ma (scale 9) 38-95 57.822 10.194 

Si (scale 0) 35-82 52.568 9.763 

* Data excludes 20 missing cases. 
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Multiple Regression Analysis 

A multiple regression analysis was performed to 

determine whether the offender, victim, interpersonal, and 

situational characteristics (listed in Table 2) that are 

consistently cited in the literature as attributes of child 

sexual abuse, but not included in the Groth criteria, would 

predict an offender's degree of fixation-regression. The 

degree of regression score, based on Groth's variables, was 

the dependent variable in the model. 

Using a stepwise multiple regression analysis, a 

linear model was developed to regress these eleven predictor 

variables (age of offender, education of offender, whether 

offender is employed, prior criminal record of offender for 

non-sex offenses, score of offender on MMPI scales 2, 3, 4, 

7, 8, relationship between offender and victim, and age of 

victim) on the dependent variable (degree of fixation-

regression ): 

Y = bg + b^X^ + ̂ 2^2 + ^3^3 + ̂ 4^4 + ̂ 5X5 + kgXg 

+ bjXy + bgXs + bgXg + biQx10 + bllXll 

where 

Y = score on degree of fixation-regression scale 

bo = constant 

Xi = age of offender 

X2 = education of offender 
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X3 = whether offender is employed (0 = unemployed, 

1 = employed) 

X4 = prior criminal record of offender for non-sex 

offenses (0 = no record, 1 = record) 

X5 = MMPI scale 2 

Xg = MMPI scale 3 

X7 = MMPI scale 4 

Xg = MMPI scale 7 

X9 = MMPI scale 8 

X10 = relationship between offender and victim 

(0 = father, 1 = stepfather, 2 = man living in 

house, 3 = other relative, 4 = acquaintance, 

5 = stranger) 

X11 = a<3e of victim 

The criteria used in the stepwise solution were a 

tolerance = 0.01, a probability for inclusion = 0.05, and a 

probability for exclusion = 0.10. Missing data was handled 

by listwise deletion because MMPI data was not available for 

20 of the 136 subjects because either they did not understand 

English or were unable to read or comprehend the questions. 

Those subjects deleted from the analysis constituted 14% of 

the total sample and differed in some respects on the 

offender and offense characteristics. 

Offender differences in the deleted cases are listed 

on Table 6 and indicate that subjects in the deleted group 
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Table 6. Offender differences in listwise deletion of 
missing cases in regression analysis. 

Cases Deleted Cases Retained 

Min. Max. Mean S.D. Min. Max. Mean S.D. 

Age 

18 81 47.850 19.858 17 72 37.863 12.800 

Education 

2 12 7.250 2.900 5 19 11.410 2.530 

% (N) % (N) 

Marital status 

Single 25.0 (5) 15.4 (18) 
Divorced, 

widowed, or 
separated 35.0 (7) 20.5 (24) 

Married or 
living 
together 35.0 (7) 63.2 (74) 

Missing 5.0 (1) .9 (1) 

Ethnicity 
White 50.0 (10) 75.2 (88) 
Hispanic 45.0 (9) 17.9 (21) 
Indian 0.0 (0) 1.7 (2) 
Black 5.0 (1) 5.1 (6) 

Offender has a history of: 
Prior criminal record 

(non-sex) 65.0 (3) 47.0 (55) 

Employment of 
offender 25.0 (5) 74.5 (87) 
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are more likely to be older, Hispanic, single, separated, 

divorced, or widowed, to have a prior non-sex criminal 

record, and they are less likely to be educated or employed. 

Table 7 lists the victim, interpersonal, and situational 

differences of the deleted group of offenders and suggests 

that this group is less likely to be related to the victim or 

involve more than one incident of molestation. There are no 

differences between the two groups on other variables includ

ing the variables used to operationalize Groth's criteria on 

the fixated-regressed measure. 

The regression analysis indicated that three of the 

independent variables, whether victim and offender are 

related, prior non-sex criminal record, and offender age 

accounted for 26% of the variance, with none of the remaining 

eight variables accounting for significantly more of the 

dependent variable variance. The resulting model was: 

Y = 4.3609*** - 0.02563 X].* + 0. 96381 X4** 

+ 1.47675 X10*** 

(7.875) (2.177) (3.211) (4.599) 

R2 =.26242 N =116 SE = 1.5987 

where 

Y = score on degree of fixation-regression scale 

Xi = whether victim and offender related 

X4 = prior non-sex criminal record 

X10 = a9e of offender 
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Table 7. Victim, interpersonal, and situational differences 
in listwise deletion of missing cases in regression 
analysis. 

Cases Deleted cases Retained 

Min. Max. Mean S.D. Min. Max. Mean S.D. 

Victim Age 

2 14 8.900 3.177 2 14 9.812 2.918 

% (N) % (N) 

More than one 
incident of 
molest 70.0 (14) 88.0 (103) 

Whether offender 
and victim 
related 50.0 (10) 66.7 (78) 

Relationship to victim 
Father 5.0 (1) 22.2 (26) 
Step-father 20.0 (4) 24.8 (29) 
Man living 

in house 10.0 (2) 5.1 (6) 
Other relative 20.0 (4) 9.4 (11) 
Acquaintance 30.0 (6) 29.9 (35) 
Stranger 5.0 (1) 4.3 (5) 
Missing 10.0 (2) 4.3 (5) 
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The figures in parentheses = t ratios 

* = significant at .03, 2-tail 

** = significant at .002, 2 tail 

*** = significant at .0001, 2 tail 

R2 = coefficient of determination 

N = number of observations 

SE = standard error 
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DISCUSSION 

Methodological Issues 

Before discussing the implications of the results, it 

is necessary to consider potential limitations in the study's 

design. The data were derived from cases of men who were 

prosecuted and convicted for committing sexual offenses 

against children and who were evaluated in the clinic prior 

to sentencing. For several reasons, this sample is not 

entirely representative of all men who commit sexual crimes 

against children. First, not all men who commit crimes are 

apprehended. Second, there are men who are apprehended but 

not prosecuted because of a lack of sufficient evidence, age 

of the victim, or because of other legal considerations. 

These factors affect representativeness of the study samples 

and generalizations should be made cautiously, with these 

limitations in mind. 

On the other hand, the present research circumvents 

other methodological problems encountered in the literature 

by relying on multiple sources of data contained in pre

sentence reports and court clinic evaluations, only some of 

which are dependent on the self-report of the offender. The 

pre-sentence report is a summary of information gathered from 

several other primary sources of information, including FBI 
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reports, police records, military records, school records, 

interviews with the offender, the offender's relatives, 

friends, employers, and from interviews with the victim and 

the victim's family, friends, and any other individuals who 

may have relevant information. While some portions of the 

data, such as the offender's early history, may be more 

dependent on offender self-report, in most cases there are 

multiple sources of data'which can be compared with each 

other for consistency. In fact, it is one of the responsi

bilities of the investigating probation officer who writes 

the pre-sentence report to ensure the highest possible degree 

of accuracy. While not perfect, this information is highly 

accurate. The court clinic evaluators conduct their own 

interviews and focus on the issues thought to be relevant to 

a psychological understanding of the sex offender. Some of 

this information overlaps with the information in the pre

sentence report, and this serves as a check on the consis

tency of the data. Thus, while self-report data have some 

weaknesses, in this case where there were built-in cross

checks, it can be considered to be sufficiently reliable. 

Finally, the study incorporates standardized psychological 

test data in the form of available MMPI scores for most of 

the offenders that also serves as a check on the consistency 

of the offender's other forms self-report, increasing the 

general accuracy of the information relied on. 
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Validity of Groth"s Theory 

Results of this study demonstrated that the criteria 

for defining fixated versus regressed produced a unimodal and 

continuous distribution rather than a bimodal distribution, 

as predicted by Groth's theory. This finding raises 

questions concerning the clinical utility of describing 

individual offenders dichotomously or of using such 

descriptions to make court decisions. Under this type of 

dichotomous classification, men who commit incest or sexually 

molest children within the context of their own families are 

assumed to be better candidates for rehabilitation than are 

men who commit offenses against children in the community. 

Given the results of this study, denying all out of home 

offenders entry into a treatment program in lieu of prison 

based on Groth's dichotomous classification may deny many of 

them equal protection under the law. The results, however, 

do not preclude the possibility that offenders at either 

extreme of the fixation-regress ion index may warrant 

differential treatment if further research supports the 

external validity of the fixated-regressed concept. This 

would entail future research to examine issues such as the 

relationship of the fixated-regressed concept to repeat 

offenses or seriousness of the offense. 

Since the data suggests that Groth's dichotomy is 

unable to account for all child sexual abuses, it is 
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necessary to consider alternative conceptualizations, or at 

least a modification of his theory. For instance, the 

frequency distribution of the dependent variable, subjects' 

degree of regression, is consistent with a hypothesized 

continuum of propensity to sexual involvement with children, 

ranging from individuals to whom children are the preferred 

sex objects, to those whose choice of an immature partner is 

coincidental or situationally convenient (Swanson, 1968). 

The present results suggest that Groth's criteria reflect 

such a continuum instead of a dichotomy. Modification of 

Groth's approach could thus involve utilizing his criteria 

along a continuum and rejecting the dichotomous assumption. 

Further modification could incorporate the findings of the 

regression analysis, indicating that three independent 

variables—whether the victim and offender are related, the 

offender's prior non-sex criminal record, and age of 

offender, were statistically related to an offender's degree 

of regression along that continuum. Incorporating these 

three variables would suggest that child molesters who are 

younger, who are related to their victims, and who have a 

prior non-sex criminal record are somewhat more likely to 

appear on the regressed end of the continuum. This suggests 

that various types of personality disorganization and sexual 

identity confusion characterizing younger men with past or 

present involvement with the criminal justice system may 



interact with situational factors such alcohol abuse, drug 

abuse, marital or relationship discord, and accessibility of 

young girls, to increase the likelihood of molestation within 

a dysfunctional family. 

Other Implications for Understanding 
Child Molesters 

Beyond speaking to Groth's theory, the data also 

suggest other areas of investigation regarding child moles

tation. The descriptive finding detailing the prevalence of 

prior non-sex related, criminal history in the backgrounds of 

child molesters suggests that these offenders also engage in 

general criminal and antisocial behavior. These criminal 

tendencies may be causally related to child molestation but 

are typically ignored by theories like Groth's that focus 

exclusively on psychological and psychosexual development. 

For example, just as prior criminal history is the best 

predictor of a general criminal offender's likelihood of 

reoffending, prior criminal history also has been found to be 

the best predictor of a child molester's likelihood of 

remolesting (Christianson, Elers-Nielsen, Le-Maire, & Stirup, 

1965; Fitch, 1962; Mohr, Turner, & Jerry, 1964; Meyer & 

Romero, 1980; Meiselman, 1978). In fact, the relative 

paucity of support for a diagnosis of a mental disorder for 

most child molesters suggests that the offense of child 
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molestation may best be viewed as a crime rather than as a 

disease or psychological problem. 

Relatedly, the present finding of the prevalence of 

alcohol and drug abuse among child molesters is similar the 

alcohol and drug abuse that prevails in other types of 

criminal offenders. This result confirms the belief about 

crime and alcohol and drug abuse: people who commit crimes 

are also involved in alcohol and drug abuse, and individuals 

involved in alcohol and drug abuse are more likely to engage 

in criminal behavior (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1987). Thus, 

again, a predisposition to be involved in criminal and 

antisocial behavior may more adequately explain the phenome

non of child molestation than theories of psychosexual 

development such as Groth's that downplay the antisocial 

aspect of these offenders. At least for some individuals, it 

may be that differences in the propensity to molest children, 

like differences in the propensity to commit other crimes, 

may be established early in life and persist as a "stable" 

tendency throughout life (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1987). 

Finally, contrary to Groth's theory, the results 

suggest the existence of at least three different age groups 

of child molesters, not two (Mohr, 1981; West, 1977). What 

is not clear from this study is whether primary sexual 

orientation of offenders is directly related to the different 

age groupings, or whether the idea of a stable predisposition 
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to molest is, alone, consistent with the existence of these 

different age groupings. The presence of these age clusters, 

however, suggests that situational opportunities such as 

marital discord and availability of a young, potential victim 

may interact with a "stable" tendency of an individual with a 

past history of antisocial acts to increase the likelihood of 

child sexual abuse. Thus, molesters of different age groups 

may differ both in terms of a predisposition to molest as 

well as the opportunity to do so. 

For example, a younger age group of offenders may 

consist of adolescents in; their late teens and early 

twenties. This group would be characterized by delayed 

social maturation and strong emotional involvement with 

children that decreases as their daily exposure to them 

declines. Most of this group would not have developed any 

propensity to molest. Those that do, will experiment with 

their sexual feelings by taking advantage of the opportunity 

to molest accessible children, but they, like the rest of the 

group, will probably move on to more socially approved 

partners. In contrast to an adolescent group, an older, 

middle-aged group of offenders may molest children when, in 

their twenties and thirties, children again appear in the 

family, and provide connections to other children. Most of 

these adults may be or have been married, but with their 

marital relationships disrupted, at the time of the child 
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molestation incident. Unlike the adolescent group that is 

characterized by a retarded psychosocial development and a 

concomitant sexual experimentation with available children, 

most of the offenders in the middle-aged group may be seen in 

terms of substitution of sexual relationships with children 

because adult relations have become problematic. Also, as 

the results demonstrated, many offenders in this group may 

evidence antisocial proclivities that include abusing alcohol 

and drugs and committing non-sexual crimes. The interaction 

between this personality disorganization and the opportunity 

to victimize a vulnerable victim may lead the offender in 

this group to sexually abuse an accessible child. Lastly, 

there may be an older age group that consists of men in their 

fifties and older, for whom adult sexual activity may have 

ceased, accompanied by a withdrawal from adult social 

interaction. Many of these older-aged individuals may feel 

more comfortable with children than with adults. These 

offenders are likely to be set in their patterns of relating 

to others that includes inadequacy in adult relationships and 

exploitive relationships with children. Whereas the adoles

cent group can be seen as unlikely to be reconvicted, the 

older offender whose attachment to children has persisted 

over time is seen as likely to be convicted again (West, 

1977). In contrast to an adolescent who may experience 

transient sexual confusion, a man who molests in his fifties 
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and sixties has probably been sexually abusing children for a 

major part of his life. Future research will need to address 

these points. 



APPENDIX A 

DATA COLLECTION SHEET 
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DATA COLLECTION SHEET 

File No. Code 

1. Primary Sexual Orientation: 
adult = 0, children = 1, both = 2, 
other = 3 

female = 0, male = 1, both = 2, 
other = 3 

2. Sex of victim: 
female = 0, male = 0 

3. Marital status: 
single = 0 
living together but not married = 1 
happily married = 2 
unhappily married = 3 
widowed = 4 
separated = 5 
other 

4. Whether offender and victim are related: 
No = 0, Yes = 1, Other = 2 

If yes, relationship: father = 0, 
stepfather = 1, man living in house = 2, 
other relative = 3, acquaintance = 4, 
stranger = 5, other = 6 

5. Whether offender and victim live in same residence: 
No = 0, Yes = 1, Other = 2 

6. History of drug and alcohol abuse: 
Drug: No = 0, Yes = 1, 
Other = 2 

Alcohol: No = 0, Yes = 1, 
Other = 2 



7. Whether offense alcohol related: 
No = 0, Yes = 1, Other = 2 

8. Whether offender and victim knew each other 
prior to offense: 

Mo = 01 Yes = 1, Other = 2 

If yes, family member = 0, other relative = 1, 
acquaintance = 2, Other 

9. Whether offender had loss of adult sexual 
partner prior to offense: 

No = 0, Yes = 1, Other = 2 

10. Type of sex act involved in offense: 
Oral-genital relations = 0 
mutual masturbation = 1 
fondling or caressing erogenous 

areas of body = 2 
genital intercourse = 3 
sodomy = 4 
other = 5 

11. Ethnicity: 
Caucasian = 1, Black 
American Indian = 3, 
Other 

= 1, Hispanic = 2 ,  
Asian = 4, 
= 5 

12. Education of offender: 

13. Whether offender has any prior criminal record 
(juvenile and adult) that are not sex-related: 

No = 0, Yes = 1, Other = 2 

14. Age of offender: 

15. Whether offender admits guilt: 
No = 0, Yes = 1, Other 
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17 

18 

19 

20  

21 

2 2  

23 

24 

25 

26 

27 

28 

29 

Whether offender has prior sex offense 
convictions (juvenile and adult): 

No = 0, Yes = 1, Other = 2 

Whether offender has prior child molestation 
convictions: 

No = 0, Yes = 1, Other = 2 

Whether offender ever in the military: 
No = 0, Yes = 1, Other 

If yes, Army = 0, Navy = 1, Air Force = 2, 
Marines = 3, Other = 4 

If yes, type of discharge 
Honorable = 0, Dishonorable = 1, 
Other = 2 

If yes, any disciplinary action or court martial 
No = 0, Yes = 1, Other = 2 

WAIS—overall intelligence score 

WAIS—verbal 

WAIS—performance 

MMPI — Scale 4 (Pd) 

MMPI—Scale 2 (D) 

MMPI —Scale 8 (Sc) 

MMPI—Scale 3 (Hy) 

MMPI—Scale 7 (Pt) 

MMPI —Scale 0 (Si) 

MMPI—Scale 9 (Ma) 

Length of time between arrest and assessment: 
days months years (circle one and 

enter under code) 



30. Pending sentence options 
Probation = 1, Probation plus therapy = 2, 
Work furlough = 3, Fine = 4, Prison = 5, 
Injunctions 6, Other = 7 

31. Actual disposition: 
Probation = 1, Probation plus therapy = 2, 
Work furlough = 3, Fine= 4, Prison = 5, 
Injunction = 6, Other = 7 

32. Whether wife is employed: 
No = 0, Yes = 1, Other = 2 

If yes, full time = 0, part time = 1, 
other = 2 

33. Whether offender is employed: 
No = 0, Yes = 1, Other = 2 

If yes, full time = 0, parttime = 1, 
other = 2 

34. What would happen to family economically if 
offender sentenced to prison? 

wife would work = 0 
economic support from other family members = 1 

family would go on welfare = 2 
other = 3 

35. Factors court considers in sentencing 
Employment history = 0, civic involvement = 1, 
prior offenses of nonsexual nature = 2, 
prior sex offenses = 3, 
other = 4 

36. Where did offense take place? 
victim's home = 0, offender's home = 1, 
home (when V and 0 living same place) = 2, 
third party's home = 3, outside = 4, 
school = 5, day care = 6, 
baby sitter's home = 7, 
other = 8 



37. Was violence,threat, or intimidation used in 
offense and to get victim to comply? 

persuasion = 0, coercion = 1, 
threat of harm = 2, physical force = 3, 
force or violence exceeding that necessary 
to get victim compliance = 4, 
permanent physical injury = 5, death = 6, 
other = 7 

38. Does this offense constitute a repeated act or 
is it a one-time only occurrence? 

one time = 0, repeated act = 1, 
other = 2 

If repeated act, how many prior related offenses? 

Additional Comments: 
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