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Abstract

To understand the origin, development, and functions of deviant sexual fantasy in sexual offenders, the present article investigates
three areas of the literature on sexual offenders (i.e., parent—child relationships, attachment, and interpersonal problems),
hypothesizing a possible path through which dysfunctional parent—child relationships might lead to deviant sexual fantasies.
The review of the literature provides indirect evidence that an insecure attachment style developed in response to
dysfunctional parenting practices may generate feelings of inadequacy and inferiority to others and a lack of the self-
confidence and social skills to initiate or maintain consensual intimate relationships with appropriate others. It is hypothesized
that such problems, in turn, might promote low levels of intimacy and satisfaction in romantic relationships and serious and
chronic emotional loneliness, withdrawal, and negative attitudes (such as anger and hostility) toward potential partners, leading
to a progressive retirement from the real world and refuge in an internal world of deviant sexual fantasies in order to satisfy
attachment-related needs for intimacy, emotional closeness, or power. Such a combination of insecure attachment, interpersonal
problems, and use of deviant sexual fantasies as a means to achieve the intimacy, power, or control absent from reality might

predispose to sexual offending.
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The origin, development, and motivations of sexual offending
have attracted considerable interest from researchers, clini-
cians, investigators, and other field practitioners aimed at pre-
venting the occurrence of sexual crimes. The amount of
scientific research in this area has suggested that the etiology
of sexual offending is multifactorial, since several psychologi-
cal, social, and biological risk factors may enhance the likeli-
hood of developing sexual offending.

Several theoretical, phenomenological-descriptive, and
empirical studies addressing the development and motivations
of sexual offenders have focused on deviant sexual fantasies
(i.e., fantasies that include themes involving illegal, noncon-
sensual, socially unacceptable, or otherwise inappropriate sex-
ual behavior, or infliction of harm or pain during sexual
intercourse; Carabellese, Maniglio, Greco, & Catanesi, 2011;
Leitenberg & Henning, 1995; Maniglio, 2010). Several reviews
have summarized such large body of research with findings of
high rates of deviant sexual fantasies among sexual offenders.
These findings suggest that deviant fantasy might play an
important role in the development of sexual crimes (see, e.g.,
Carabellese et al., 2011; Drieschner & Lange, 1999; Howitt,
2004; Leitenberg & Henning, 1995; Marshall & Eccles,
1991; Ryan, 2004), especially youth sexual offending (Seto

& Lalumiére, 2010) and sexual homicide (see, e.g., Chan &
Heide, 2009; Dent & Jowitt, 2003; Gellerman & Suddath,
2005; Heide, Beauregard, & Myers, 2009; Maniglio, 2010;
Meloy, 2000; Myers, Reccoppa, Burton, & McElroy, 1993).
Nonetheless, recent attempts to quantitatively summarize
the findings of part of the empirical literature on the issue have
provided mixed findings. In fact, while in a meta-analysis of
eight studies on youth sexual offending adolescent sexual
offenders (N = 1,135), compared to adolescent nonsexual
offenders (N = 3,937), had more atypical sexual fantasies,
behaviors, or interests (Cohen’s d = 0.67, 95% confidence
interval [CI] = [0.28, 1.06]; Seto & Lalumicre, 2010), in a
meta-analysis of three studies on child abuse perpetration,
it was found that, although sexual offenders against children
(N = 396) were more likely to report deviant sexual fantasies
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than nonsexual offenders (N = 195), such likelihood was statis-
tically nonsignificant (Cohen’s d = 0.23, 95% CI [-0.12,
0.57]; Whitaker et al., 2008).

Thus, it is not clear whether deviant sexual fantasy might be
a specific risk factor for specific types of sexual crimes, rather
than a generic risk factor for general sexual offending behavior.
Most importantly, it is unknown how and why sex offenders
put such deviant fantasies into practice. In sum, it is clear that,
despite efforts to address the role of fantasy in sexual crimes,
further investigation for the origin, development, and functions
of deviant sexual fantasy is required.

It is well known that merely having deviant sexual fantasies
does not mean that these fantasies will be acted out. Many peo-
ple engage in deviant sexual fantasies in order to create or
intensify sexual arousal during masturbatory or interpersonal
sexual acts (Leitenberg & Henning, 1995). Most of these peo-
ple entertain such fantasies without putting them into practice.
Therefore, it is important to know how and why some people
develop deviant fantasies and act on them. In other words, it
is essential to understand the mechanisms by which deviant
sexual fantasies originate, develop, and translate into reality.
However, few authors have attempted to elucidate the mechan-
isms that promote the development of deviant sexual fantasies
in sexual offenders. Some of these authors have proposed that
deviant sexual activity and masturbation to deviant sexual fan-
tasies might originate from social difficulties and interpersonal
problems resulting from a history of dysfunctional parent—child
bonding and poor attachment (see, e.g., Marshall & Barbaree,
1990; Marshall & Marshall, 2000; Ward & Beech, 2006). Simi-
larly, a systematic review on the role of deviant sexual fantasy
in the etiopathogenesis (i.e., the cause and development) of
sexual homicide has suggested that, in sexual murderers, devi-
ant sexual fantasies might develop from emotional loneliness
and lack of social skills resulting from early adverse experi-
ences (Maniglio, 2010).

In light of these suggestions, to better understand the origin,
development, and functions of deviant sexual fantasy in sexual
offenders, the present article aims at critically reviewing three
areas of the literature on sexual offenders (i.e., parent—child
relationships, attachment, and interpersonal problems in sex-
ual offenders). Furthermore, the present article proposes a
possible path through which, in sexual offenders, dysfunc-
tional parent—child relationships might lead to deviant sexual
fantasies.

Parent-Child Bonding and Child Attachment
in Sexual Offenders

A large body of the literature on sexual offending has addressed
the family environment in which sexual offenders have grown
up. The findings from these studies suggest that a family cli-
mate characterized by a series of interpersonal problems, others
than child abuse (such as dysfunctional relationships, ineffec-
tive communication, high levels of conflict or dysfunction, and
low levels of satisfaction), might play a role in the development
of later sexual offending (Becker, 1998; Burk & Burkhart,

2003; Starzyk & Marshall, 2003). Importantly, several empiri-
cal studies, theoretical models, and literature reviews have indi-
cated dysfunctional parent—child relationships in childhood as
one of the most important characteristics that might increase
the likelihood of sexual offending in later life (Burk & Bur-
khart, 2003; Starzyk & Marshall, 2003).

A style of parenting involving low levels of care, consis-
tency, supervision, and discipline and high levels of control,
rejection, and neglect has been found to be highly prevalent
among sexual offenders (Craissati, McClurg, & Browne,
2002; Marsa et al., 2004; McCormack, Hudson, & Ward,
2002). Most sexual offenders describe their parents as cold, dis-
tant, uncaring, indifferent, unsympathetic, rejecting, hostile,
aggressive, or emotionally detached (Awad, Saunders, &
Levene, 1984; Hazelwood & Warren, 1989; Marshall & Maz-
zucco, 1995; Smallbone & Dadds, 1998). In addition, it has
been shown that rapists and pedophiles identify less with their
mothers and fathers than do nonoffenders and nonsexual offen-
ders (Levant & Bass, 1991). Moreover, the severity of sexual
aggression among sexual offenders has been found to be asso-
ciated with the consistency of parental availability and
response (Prentky, Knight, et al., 1989).

Sexual offenders appear to depict differently their mothers
and their fathers. For example, some sexual offenders report
dependent relationships with their mothers (McCormack
et al., 2002; Tingle, Barnard, Robbins, Newman, & Hutchin-
son, 1986). Although some offenders may state that they felt
close to their mother in youth, only few of them describe her
as someone to whom they could turn to discuss their problems
(Tingle et al., 1986). Instead, many sexual offenders report to
have had frequent arguments with their mothers and low rates
of positive mother—son communication (Blaske, Borduin,
Henggeler, & Mann, 1989; Tingle et al., 1986). In contrast, the
relationships with their fathers are depicted as characterized by
hostility, discord, abuse, and violence (Kahn & Chambers,
1991; Kobayashi, Sales, Becker, Figueredo, & Kaplan, 1995;
Lisak & Roth, 1990; Smallbone & Dadds, 1998). Most sexual
offenders describe their fathers as cold, distant, uncaring,
unsympathetic, rejecting, and unresponsive to their needs
(Lisak, 1994; McCormack et al., 2002; Smallbone & Dadds,
1998; Tingle et al., 1986).

Since child attachment is developed in response to parental
behaviors, such a problematic parenting style might be a poten-
tial impediment to secure attachment for these children who are
to become sexual offenders. Indeed, as a result of uncaring,
rejecting, and hostile parenting practices, sexual offenders are
thought to have had an insecure attachment style in childhood
(see, e.g., Marshall, 1989; Marshall, Hudson, & Hodkinson,
1993). A number of theoretical models have proposed that an
insecure attachment in childhood might be a risk factor for later
sexual offending (see, e.g., Baker, Beech, & Tyson, 2006;
Beech & Mitchell, 2005; Beech & Ward, 2004; Burk & Bur-
khart, 2003; Davis, 2006; Marshall & Barbaree, 1990; Marshall
& Marshall, 2000; Ward & Beech, 2006). Furthermore, results
of a number of studies have shown that sexual offenders are
likely to report an insecure child attachment style to their
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parents (see, e.g., Marshall & Mazzucco, 1995; Marshall, Ser-
ran, & Cortoni, 2000), especially an avoidant attachment (see,
e.g., Simons, Wurtele, & Durham, 2008; Smallbone & Dadds,
1998, 2000, 2001, 2003).

It has been hypothesized that an insecure childhood attach-
ment to father might be more important in predicting adult sex-
ual offending than an insecure attachment to mother (see, e.g.,
Lisak, 1994; McCormack et al., 2002). However, those studies
that have compared the childhood attachment to father to that
to mother have provided mixed findings. Specifically, while
some studies have found that an avoidant attachment to father
is an independent predictor of coercive sexual behavior both in
rapists (Smallbone & Dadds, 1998) and in nonoffenders
(Smallbone & Dadds, 2000), other studies have revealed that
an avoidant attachment to mother, rather than an avoidant
attachment to father, is independently associated with later
coercive sexual behavior in nonoffenders (Smallbone & Dadds,
2001).

It has been also proposed that, while an insecure childhood
attachment might be related to general sexual offending beha-
vior, specific attachment styles might be associated with spe-
cific kinds of sexual offending. For instance, it has been
shown that rapists may be more likely to report an avoidant
childhood attachment (Simons et al., 2008), especially with
fathers (Smallbone & Dadds, 2003). In contrast, child moles-
ters, especially intrafamilial abusers, may show an anxious—
ambivalent childhood attachment (Simons et al., 2008) or a
combination of anxious and avoidant attachment, especially
with mothers (Smallbone & Dadds, 2001).

Although several studies and a number of qualitative
reviews have shown that sexual offenders, compared to nonof-
fenders and nonsexual offenders, are more likely to report dys-
functional parent—child relationships and an insecure
attachment in childhood, two meta-analytic reviews of studies
on specific typologies of sexual offenders have provided incon-
sistent findings. More precisely, in Whitaker et al.’s (2008)
meta-analysis, sexual offenders against children, in comparison
to nonoffenders, were significantly more likely to exhibit poor
histories of family functioning, including more harsh discipline
(3 studies comparing a total of 84 sex offenders against chil-
dren to 68 nonoffenders: d = 1.00, 95% CI [0.50, 1.51]), poorer
attachment, or bonding (11 studies, 2,026 sex offenders against
children vs. 32,489 nonoffenders: d = 0.47, 95% CI [0.28,
0.66]), and generally worse functioning of their family of origin
(14 studies, 2,121 sex offenders against children vs. 32,591
nonoffenders, d = 0.52, 95% CI [0.31, 0.74]); however, com-
parisons between sexual offenders against children, sexual
offenders against adults, and nonsexual offenders produced
nonsignificant effect sizes on measures of poor attachment or
bonding (4 studies, 170 sex offenders against children vs. 87
sex offenders against adults: d = 0.05, 95% CI [—0.22, 0.32];
3 studies, 117 sex offenders against children vs. 102 nonsex
offenders: d = 0.08, 95% CI [—0.20, 0.35]) and poor family
functioning (5 studies, 224 sex offenders against children vs.
100 sex offenders against adults: d = 0.02, 95% CI [—0.24,
0.27]; 4 studies, 171 sex offenders against children vs. 116

nonsex offenders: d = —0.05, 95% CI [—0.31, 0.20]). Simi-
larly, in Seto and Lalumiére’s (2010) meta-analysis of 15 stud-
ies comparing male adolescent sexual offenders (N = 917) with
male adolescent nonsexual offenders (N = 1,490), differences
between the two groups on variables pertaining to problematic
family relationships, communication, and satisfaction, includ-
ing parent—child relationships and child attachment, were non-
significant (d = —0.01, 95% CI [—0.34, 0.32]). Therefore, it is
not clear whether inadequate parent—child relationships,
including dysfunctional parental behaviors and insecure child
attachment styles, might be specific risk factors for sexual
offending. Instead, it is possible that a dysfunctional parent—
child relationship might be a significant risk factor for general
offending behavior, rather than for sexual offending behavior.

In light of these suggestions, it is essential to understand
whether parent—child relationships and, in particular, child
attachment might lead to sexual offending. Since attachment
styles, once established, are stable over time and refractory to
change, it has been suggested that an insecure child attachment
might result in an enduring set of social difficulties and inter-
personal problems in youth and adulthood which, in turn, might
predispose to sexual offending (see, e.g., Marshall, 1989, 1993;
Marshall et al., 1993; Ward, Hudson, Marshall, & Siegert,
1995; Ward, Hudson, & McCormack, 1997; Ward & Siegert,
2002). These suggestions serve to address the next sections’
investigation for adult attachment and difficulties in intimate
relationships among sexual offenders.

Adult Attachment in Sexual Offenders

It has been proposed that, because of the poor quality of child-
hood attachment the sexual offenders developed in their child-
hood in response to the dysfunctional parenting practices, these
insecurely attached individuals might exhibit negative internal
working models of relationships (i.e., thoughts about self and
thoughts about others; Bowlby, 1973) that include not only a
view of self as unworthy of love and caregiving from others
or of others as unreliable providers of love and caregiving but
also the use of aggression to gain love, caregiving, intimacy,
control, or power (Davis, 2006; Marshall & Barbaree, 1990;
Marshall & Marshall, 2000). Such negative internal working
models might be brought to their adult relationships, resulting
primarily in an insecure adult attachment style in intimate rela-
tionships (see Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991).

Results of several studies have shown that sexual offenders,
compared to nonsexual offenders and nonoffenders, are more
likely to report an insecure attachment style in their adult rela-
tionships, either a dismissive-avoidant, a fearful-avoidant, or
an anxious-preoccupied attachment style (Abracen, Looman,
Di Fazio, Kelly, & Stirpe, 2006; Baker & Beech, 2004; Hudson
& Ward, 1997; Jamieson & Marshall, 2000; Lyn & Burton,
2004, 2005; Marsa et al., 2004; McCormack et al., 2002; Sawle
& Kear-Colwell, 2001; Smallbone & Dadds, 1998; Stirpe,
Abracen, Stermac, & Wilson, 2006; Van Ijzendoorn et al.,
1997; Ward, Hudson, & Marshall, 1996).
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It has been suggested that the three insecure adult attach-
ment styles might be related to different types of sexual offend-
ing. More specifically, it has been hypothesized that rapists
may have a dismissive-avoidant attachment style, which leads
them to demonstrate hostility to others by sexually coercing
adult partners, whereas sexual offenders against children may
have an anxious-preoccupied attachment style which leads
them to seek approval from others by engaging in sexual con-
tact with children perceived as less threatening than age peers
(see Ward et al., 1996). However, research has provided mixed
findings. Specifically, there is some evidence that rapists have
a dismissive attachment (McCormack et al., 2002; Stirpe et al.,
2006; Ward et al., 1996). A dismissive-attachment style has
been also related to sexual coercion among male students
(Smallbone & Dadds, 2001). In contrast, child molesters are
more likely to report a fearful-avoidant (Jamieson & Marshall,
2000; Marsa et al., 2004) or a combination of fearful and pre-
occupied attachment (McCormack et al., 2002; Ward et al.,
1996), although it has been also shown that a preoccupied style
may be more likely prevalent among extrafamilial child moles-
ters, whereas intrafamilial child offenders may have a dismis-
sive attachment (Stirpe et al., 2006). However, other studies
(Baker & Beech, 2004; Smallbone & Dadds, 1998) have failed
to distinguish among different subtypes of sexual offenders. In
sum, to date, it is not clear whether specific adult attachment
styles are associated with specific types of sexual offending.

It has been also proposed that the relationship between
attachment style and interpersonal issues, such as social com-
petency and coping skills, among sexual offenders might be
more important than the relationship between attachment style
and offender type. For example, it has been shown that sexual
offenders with a fearful attachment are more likely to be lonely
(Hudson & Ward, 1997; Marsa et al., 2004) and have greater
hostility toward women (Hudson & Ward, 1997) or abnormal
anger management (Marsa et al., 2004). In contrast, sexual
offenders with a dismissive-attachment style are more accept-
ing of rape myths (Hudson & Ward, 1997) and use higher lev-
els of aggression in their offenses (Jamieson & Marshall,
2000). However, both fearfully and dismissingly attached
offenders show great fear of intimacy, anger expression, and
anger suppression (Hudson & Ward, 1997). Significant loneli-
ness is also reported by preoccupiedly attached offenders (Hud-
son & Ward, 1997).

Therefore, it is apparent that all typologies of sexual offen-
ders are highly likely to have an insecure attachment in adult-
hood that results from an insecure attachment style in
childhood and is related to a number of problems in intimate
relationships (such as fear of intimacy, loneliness, anger,
aggression, and hostility toward women). However, it is
unknown whether an insecure adult attachment might be a spe-
cific risk factor for sexual offending, or whether it might be a
generic risk factor for deviant behavior. In fact, although some
studies suggest that sexual offenders, compared to other crim-
inal populations, are more likely to have an insecure adult
attachment, attempts to quantitatively summarize the results
of studies comparing sexual offenders to nonsexual offenders

on measures of adult attachment have provided inconsistent
findings. Specifically, in Whitaker et al.’s (2008) meta-
analysis, sexual offenders against children were significantly
more likely to show a lack of secure adult attachment than non-
offenders (8 studies, 402 sex offenders against children vs. 322
nonoffenders: d = 0.79, 95% CI [0.57, 1.01]); however, com-
paring sexual offenders against children, sexual offenders
against adults, and nonsexual offenders on measures of secure
adult attachment produced nonsignificant effect sizes (4 stud-
ies, 175 sex offenders against children vs. 103 sex offenders
against adults: d = 0.25, 95% CI [—0.18, 0.68]; 5 studies,
211 sex offenders against children vs. 210 nonsex offenders:
d =0.10, 95% CI [—0.16, 0.37]). Therefore, it is apparent that
a lack of secure adult attachment might be a risk factor for gen-
eral offending behavior, rather than for sexual offending
behavior.

Nonetheless, it has been hypothesized that an insecure adult
attachment style might lead to sexual offending as a means of
achieving intimacy and emotional closeness (Marshall, 1989,
1993; Marshall et al., 1993). More precisely, it has been pro-
posed that individuals with a dismissive-avoidant attachment
style in adulthood, because of their fear of intimacy resulting
from early attachment experiences, minimize the importance
of close relationships and might be angry and hostile toward
potential partners, whereas individuals with a fearful-
avoidant attachment, because of their attachment-related fear
of rejection, might choose to seek intimacy through impersonal
sexual encounters, by expressing their aggression indirectly
rather than directly (Ward et al., 1996). In contrast, adults with
a disorganized attachment style that involves both anxiety and
avoidance, because of their needs for control resulting from
early attachment experiences, might use force and coercion
as a sexualized means of control, dominance, and power in
relationships (Burk & Burkhart, 2003), whereas individuals
with an anxious-preoccupied attachment style as adults have
an own sense of unworthiness which might lead them to seek
approval from others by sexualizing their need for security and
affection (Ward et al., 1996). In sum, it has been hypothesized
that, because insecurely attached individuals lack the self-
confidence and social skills to initiate or maintain consensual
intimate relationships with appropriate others, they might expe-
rience emotional loneliness and low levels of intimacy and
satisfaction in their romantic relationships. Consequently, they
might attempt to satisfy their needs for intimacy, emotional
closeness, control, or power through inappropriate sexual beha-
vior (Burk & Burkhart, 2003; Marshall, 1989, 1993; Marshall
et al., 1993; Marshall & Marshall, 2000; Ward et al., 1995,
1996, 1997).

Social Difficulties and Interpersonal
Problems in Sexual Offenders

There is consistent evidence that all typologies of sexual offen-
ders are highly likely to experience a wide range of serious
social difficulties and interpersonal problems, especially a lack
of the social skills necessary to establish adequate relationship

Downloaded from tva.sagepub.com by NIKKI DANIELS on May 30, 2012


http://tva.sagepub.com/

Maniglio

87

with appropriate peers (see, e.g., Davis & Leitenberg, 1987,
Geer, Estupinan, & Manguno-Mire, 2000; Hudson & Ward,
2000; Maniglio, 2010; Marshall, 1996; Mulloy & Marshall,
1999; Starzyk & Marshall, 2003; van Wijk et al., 2006). Such
problems have been suggested to play a role in sexual offend-
ing (see, e.g., Barbaree, Hudson, & Seto, 1993; Maniglio, 2010;
Starzyk & Marshall, 2003).

One of the most commonly discussed characteristics of sex-
ual offenders is their significant lack of social skills (see, e.g.,
Geer et al., 2000; Shaw, 1999). For example, a number of stud-
ies have shown that, compared to nonsexual offenders and non-
offenders, sexual offenders, especially juvenile sexual
offenders, are likely to display more social deficits and less
social competence in interpersonal relationships (e.g., Ford &
Linney, 1995; Katz, 1990; Knight & Prentky, 1993; Moody,
Brissie, & Kim, 1994).

Most importantly, much research on interpersonal problems
among sexual offenders has focused on social skills and com-
petence involved in establishing heterosocial relationships with
appropriate peers (see Geer et al., 2000). The findings from
these studies suggest that sexual offenders have general def-
icits in the manner in which they relate to others, particularly
women, and deficits in the way they manage interpersonal
relationships, especially heterosocial relationships, because
they lack the skills which lead to the successful performance
of heterosocial behavior (see Clark & Lewis, 1977; Geer
et al., 2000; Keenan & Ward, 2000; Ward, Keenan, & Hud-
son, 2000). For example, several studies have found that,
compared to nonsexual offenders and nonoffenders, sexual
offenders are more likely to be significantly inadequate and
deficient in basic social skills and behaviors important in
initiating and maintaining a heterosocial relationship, because
they exhibit a series of deficits in such skills as approaching
someone, engaging someone in conversation, and accurately
decoding affective cues during interactions with peers (Abel,
Blanchard, & Becker, 1978; Barlow, Abel, Blanchard, Bris-
tow, & Young, 1977; Katz, 1990; Lipton, McDonel, &
McFall, 1987; Overholser & Beck, 1986; Segal & Marshall,
1985a, 1985b, 1986; Stahl & Sacco, 1995). In addition, sex-
ual offenders show significant social anxiety symptoms, such
as fear of negative evaluation, in heterosocial interactions
(Overholser & Beck, 1986; Segal & Marshall, 1985b).

Moreover, a number of studies have found that, compared to
nonsexual offenders and nonoffenders, sexual offenders are
more inadequate and deficient in the manner in which they
manage intimate relationships because they are more likely
to show significant deficits in intimacy skills that create diffi-
culties in romantic relationships (Bumby & Hansen, 1997; Cor-
toni & Marshall, 2001; Garlick, Marshall, & Thornton, 1996;
Lisak & Ivan, 1995; Marshall, Bryce, Hudson, Ward, & Moth,
1996; Seidman, Marshall, Hudson, & Robertson, 1994; Ward,
McCormack, & Hudson, 1997).

Although few studies have found no significant differences
between sexual offenders and controls on some measures of
heterosocial skills and social competence (see, e.g., Alexander
& Johnson, 1980; Marshall, Barbaree, & Fernandez, 1995;

Stermac & Quinsey, 1986), Whitaker et al.’s (2008) meta-
analytic review has found that child abusers, compared to non-
offenders, showed lower social skills and competence (8 stud-
ies, 552 sex offenders against children vs. 403 nonoffenders: d
= 0.28, 95% CI [0.02, 0.54]) and more difficulties with inti-
mate relationships (10 studies, 452 sex offenders against chil-
dren vs. 375 nonoffenders: d = 0.84, 95% CI [0.63, 1.05]).

Some narrative reviews of studies addressing social difficul-
ties and interpersonal problems in different typologies of sex-
ual offenders have suggested that evidence for social
incompetence and social skills deficits in child abusers is more
robust when compared to the findings with regard to sexual
offenders with adult victims (see, e.g., Geer et al., 2000; Hud-
son & Ward, 2000). Nevertheless, attempts to quantitatively
summarize the results of these studies have provided mixed
findings. Specifically, a meta-analytic review of 14 studies
(yielding a total of 119 effect sizes representing the responses
of 5,295 participants) addressing heterosocial competence
(i.e., social skills in interactions with opposite-sex peers)
among rapists and child molesters, has found that child
molesters had significantly lower heterosocial competence
than rapists (Hedges” d = —0.33, 95% CI [—-0.46, —0.19],
r = —0.16, p < .001; Dreznick, 2003). In contrast, Whitaker
et al.’s (2008) meta-analytic review has shown that compar-
ing sexual offenders against adults and sexual offenders
against children on measures of social skills and competence
(3 studies, 87 sex offenders against children vs. 84 sex offen-
ders against adults: d = —0.15, 95% CI [—0.50, 0.21]) and
difficulties with intimate relationships (7 studies, 261 sex
offenders against children vs. 181 sex offenders against
adults: d = —0.02, 95% CI [-0.29, 0.25]) produced effect
sizes that were all small to null and nonsignificant, with no
consistent direction. Therefore, it is unknown whether
impairment of social competence and social skills might be
more predictive of sexual offending against children. Instead,
there is consistent evidence that all typologies of sexual
offenders, compared to nonoffenders, have more social diffi-
culties and interpersonal problems.

A number of theoretical models have proposed that interper-
sonal problems, especially difficulties in intimate relationships,
might be a significant risk factor for sexual offending (see, e.g.,
Barbaree et al., 1993; Starzyk & Marshall, 2003). Specifically,
as previously indicated, it has been proposed that, since sexual
offenders do not have the social skills to satisfy their sexual,
intimacy, and emotional needs in age-appropriate and consen-
sual relationships (Marshall & Barbaree, 1990; Marshall et al.,
1993; Ward & Siegert, 2002), they might seek intimacy and
emotional closeness through sex, even if it must involve
aggression, coercion, dominance, or control over others, in
effect confusing sex with intimacy (Marshall, 1989, 1993; Mar-
shall et al., 1993).

However, it is unknown whether interpersonal problems,
especially difficulties in intimate relationships, might be spe-
cific risk factors for sexual offending behavior or whether they
might be generic risk factors for general offending behavior. In
fact, although some studies suggest that sexual offenders,
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compared to other criminal populations, are more likely to have
interpersonal problems, attempts to quantitatively summarize
the results of studies comparing sexual offenders to nonsexual
offenders on measures of social difficulties and interpersonal
problems have provided mixed findings. Specifically, Seto and
Lalumiere’s (2010) meta-analytic review has shown that,
although adolescent sexual offenders, compared to adolescent
nonsexual offenders, tended to have more heterosocial skills
deficits, general social skills deficits, and other social problems
that can interfere with the development or maintenance of rela-
tionships with others, none of these comparisons reached statis-
tical significance (heterosocial skills deficits: 5 studies, 196
adolescent sex offenders vs. 207 adolescent nonsex offenders,
d=0.29,95% CI[—0.21, 0.78]; social skills deficits: 8 studies,
342 adolescent sex offenders vs. 482 adolescent nonsex offen-
ders, d = 0.13, 95% CI [—0.04, 0.31]; social problems: 6 stud-
ies, 308 adolescent sex offenders vs. 498 adolescent nonsex
offenders, d = 0.10, 95% CI [—0.05, 0.24]). In contrast, Drez-
nick’s (2003) meta-analytic review has found that both rapists
and child molesters had significantly lower heterosocial com-
petence than nonsexual offenders (all sex offenders vs. nonsex
offenders: d = —0.36, 95% CI [—0.41, —0.30], r = —0.18, p <
.001; rapists vs. nonsex-offenders: d = —0.23, 95% CI [-0.30,
—0.16], r = —0.11, p <.001; child molesters vs. nonsex offen-
ders: d = —0.54,95% CI[—0.62, —0.45], r = —0.26, p <.001).
Similarly, Whitaker et al.’s (2008) meta-analytic review has
shown that sexual offenders against children, compared to non-
sexual offenders, exhibited lower social skills and competence
(4 studies, 143 sex offenders against children vs. 130 nonsex
offenders: d = 0.42, 95% CI[0.17, 0.66]) and more difficulties
with intimate relationships (10 studies, 350 sex offenders
against children vs. 361 nonsex offenders: d = 0.42, 95% CI
[0.15, 0.70]). Therefore, it may be possible that social difficul-
ties and interpersonal problems might be specific risk factors
for the perpetration of sexual offences in adulthood, whereas
they might be generic risk factors for general offending beha-
vior in youth.

However, it has been suggested that such social difficulties
and interpersonal problems, especially difficulties in intimate
relationships, might result in serious and chronic social isola-
tion among sexual offenders (Davis & Leitenberg, 1987). Sev-
eral studies have shown that all typologies of sexual offenders,
such as child abusers (Bumby & Hansen, 1997; Cortoni & Mar-
shall, 2001; Curnoe & Langevin, 2002; Marshall et al., 1996;
Seidman et al., 1994; Tingle et al., 1986), rapists (Bumby &
Hansen, 1997; Cortoni & Marshall, 2001; Curnoe & Langevin,
2002; Seidman et al., 1994; Tingle et al., 1986), sexual murders
(Grubin, 1994; Keppel & Walter, 1999; Ressler, Burgess, Hart-
man, Douglas, & McCormack, 1986), and juvenile sexual
offenders (Awad et al., 1984; Fagan & Wexler, 1988; Fehren-
bach, Smith, Monastersky & Deisher, 1986; Katz, 1990; Knight
& Prentky, 1993; Saunders, Awad, & White, 1986), experience
high levels of social isolation and loneliness. The findings of
these studies are supported by Whitaker et al.’s (2008) and Seto
and Lalumiére’s (2010) meta-analytic reviews that have found
among child abusers and juvenile sexual offenders, in

comparison to nonoffenders and nonsexual offenders, signifi-
cant more social isolation, withdrawal, and introversion (16
studies, 872 adolescent sex offenders vs. 1,019 adolescent non-
sex offenders, d = 0.25, 95% CI [0.04, 0.46]) and significant
more loneliness (10 studies, 484 sex offenders against children
vs. 385 nonsex offenders: d = 0.44, 95% CI [0.15, 0.73]; 11
studies, 602 sex offenders against children vs. 1,260 nonoffen-
ders: d = 1.02, 95% CI [0.49, 1.55]). In addition, sexual offen-
ders against children appear to exhibit significant more
loneliness than sexual offenders against adults (6 studies, 289
sex offenders against children vs. 215 sex offenders against
adults: d = 0.19, 95% CI [-0.04, 0.41]; Whitaker et al.,
2008). Taken as a whole, the results of these meta-analytic
reviews suggest that loneliness and social isolation might play
an important role in the origin of sexual offending. These sug-
gestions are useful to introduce the next section’s examination
of deviant sexual fantasies in sexual offenders with difficulties
in intimate relationships, social isolation, and loneliness, result-
ing from an insecure attachment.

Insecure Attachment, Intimacy Problems,
and Deviant Sexual Fantasies

As indicated in the introduction section of this article, some
authors have suggested that social difficulties and interpersonal
problems resulting from a history of dysfunctional parent—child
bonding and poor attachment may lead to deviant sexual activ-
ity and masturbation to deviant sexual fantasies (see, e.g., Mar-
shall & Barbaree, 1990; Marshall & Marshall, 2000; Ward &
Beech, 2006). Furthermore, a systematic review on the role
of deviant sexual fantasy in the etiopathogenesis of sexual
homicide (Maniglio, 2010) has shown that, in sexual mur-
derers, feelings of inadequacy and inferiority to others, result-
ing from early negative experiences, including poor attachment
experiences, predispose to a lack of social skills and subsequent
difficulties in intimate relationships, which, in turn, may lead
these offenders to escape from the real world and take refuge
in an internal world of deviant sexual fantasies.

In light of these suggestions, it is possible to hypothesize
that, in sexual offenders, social difficulties and interpersonal
problems, especially difficulties in intimate relationships,
resulting from an insecure childhood attachment, may result
in social isolation and loneliness which, in turn, may lead to
refuge in an internal world of deviant sexual fantasies.

More specifically, as shown in the previous sections of this
article, most sexual offenders developed an insecure attach-
ment style in response to dysfunctional parenting practices
characterized by low levels of care, consistency, supervision,
and discipline and high levels of control, rejection, and neglect.
Although it is uncertain whether dysfunctional parental beha-
viors and insecure child attachment styles might be risk factors
for sexual offending, rather than for general offending beha-
vior, the studies reviewed in the present article suggest that
social difficulties and interpersonal problems, especially diffi-
culties in intimate relationships, resulting from insecure child
attachment styles, might be risk factors for the perpetration
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of sexual offences, rather than for the perpetration of general
offences. As shown in the previous sections of this article, it
is possible that an insecure attachment style may predispose
those children who are to become sexual offenders to feelings
of inferiority to others and inadequacy in social interactions
with peers, leading to difficulties in social relationships. Such
social difficulties, in turn, have the potential to reinforce the
sense of inadequacy and inferiority, leading to social isolation
and loneliness. Because such an attachment style may be stable
over time and refractory to change, these insecurely attached
children may grow into insecurely attached youths and men
who lack the self-confidence and social skills to initiate or
maintain consensual intimate relationships with appropriate
others. As a result, these insecurely attached individuals expe-
rience not only low levels of intimacy and satisfaction in their
romantic relationships but also serious and chronic emotional
loneliness, withdrawal, and negative attitudes (such as anger
and hostility) toward potential partners. Consequently, they
might begin to progressively retire from the real world and take
refuge in an internal, imaginary world of deviant sexual fanta-
sies as a means to achieve the intimacy, power, or control
absent from reality.

Lacking the self-confidence and social skills to initiate or
maintain consensual intimate relationships with appropriate
others, it may be possible that these individuals may entertain
fantasies involving coercion, power, and control over potential
partners, and the representation of partners as objects or instru-
ments of sexual pleasure, power, or intimacy, in order to satisfy
their attachment-related needs for intimacy, emotional close-
ness, or power through fantasy. For example, it may be possible
that individuals with an enhanced need for intimacy might
engage in fantasies in which they entertain an adult-like love
relationship with a child perceived as less threatening, more
available, and more accepting than age peers in the real world.
In contrast, individuals with needs for control, dominance, and
power in relationships might entertain sexual fantasies in which
they are powerful and omnipotent and may achieve the domi-
nance and power absent from reality.

Although empirical support for these suggestions is scant,
there is some research that indirectly supports these assump-
tions. For example, a number of studies have suggested that
sexual offenders may attempt to satisfy their needs for intimacy
or emotional closeness through sexual fantasies involving coer-
cion (e.g., Abel, Barlow, Blanchard, & Guild, 1977; Barbaree,
Baxter, & Marshall, 1989; Earls, 1988), power (Groth, Burgess,
& Holmstrom, 1977), and control over potential partners
(Baumgartner, Scalora, & Huss, 2002; Scully & Marolla,
1993). Importantly, other studies have found social difficulties,
interpersonal problems, and loneliness in various typologies of
sexual offenders, such as child abusers (Curnoe & Langevin,
2002; Looman, 1995; Proulx, McKibben, & Lusignan, 1996),
juvenile sexual offenders (Smith, Wampler, Jones, & Reifman,
2005), rapists (Curnoe & Langevin, 2002; MacCulloch, Snow-
den, Wood, & Mills, 1983; Proulx et al., 1996), and sexual mur-
derers (Beauregard, Stone, Proulx, & Michaud, 2008; Grubin,
1994; Keppel & Walter, 1999; MacCulloch et al., 1983; Ressler

et al., 1986), having frequent and extreme deviant sexual fan-
tasies. Most importantly, some studies have found that both
sexual offenders against adults and pedophiles reported more
frequent deviant sexual fantasies and increased masturbatory
activities during these fantasies following episodes in which
they experienced interpersonal conflicts or inadequacy,
feelings of being humiliated or rejected by another person,
loneliness, and arguments with wives or girlfriends
(DiGiorgio-Miller, 2007; Gee, Ward, & Eccleston, 2003; Loo-
man, 1995, 1999; McKibben, Proulx, & Lusignan, 1994;
Proulx et al., 1996).

Two of these studies are particularly important for the pur-
poses of the present article. In the first one, Curnoe and Lange-
vin (2002) have examined personality and deviant sexual
fantasies of a sample of 186 sexual offenders (14 heterosexual
pedophiles, 23 homosexual pedophiles, 51 exhibitionists, 17
incest perpetrators, 24 sexual aggressives, and 57 miscella-
neous/multiple sex offenders). Results have shown that sexual
offenders with deviant fantasies (as determined by their replies
to the Clarke Sex History Questionnaire Fantasy scales: Lange-
vin, Paitich, Handy, & Langevin, 1990) were significantly
more socially alienated and less emotionally stable on the Har-
ris Lingoes subscales of the Minnesota Multiphasic Personality
Inventory than offenders with nondeviant fantasies. More pre-
cisely, sexual offenders with deviant fantasies scored higher on
social alienation (Pd3: F'=7.66, p <.006; Scla: F = 8.556,p <
.004), emotional alienation (Sclb: F = 5.158, p < .024), self-
alienation (Pd5: F = 3.12, p < .10), family discord (Pdl: F =
5.01, p < .05), persecutory ideas (Pal: F = 6.86, p < .009),
defective inhibition (Sc2c: F' = 9.301, p <.003), sexual identi-
fication with females (Mf2: F' = 13.86, p < .001), and female
occupational identification (Mf4: F = 5.15, p < .024); these
findings did not reflect group differences, as there was no inter-
action effect of fantasy and sex offender group factors (Curnoe
& Langevin, 2002). According to Curnoe and Langevin (2002),
these results suggest that sexual offenders with deviant fanta-
sies may be more likely to act on their deviant sexual impulses,
as they show greater social and emotional alienation and sexual
identity disturbance which more readily allow them to objectify
their victims (see also Langevin, 1985; Prentky, Burgess, et al.,
1989). The authors concluded that, in sexual offenders, fantasy
proneness may be associated with escapism in general and less
emotional stability (Curnoe & Langevin, 2002).

In the second study, Baumgartner, Scalora, and Huss (2002)
have examined the differences between 64 child molesters and
41 nonsexual offenders on the Wilson Sex Fantasy Question-
naire (Wilson, 1978). Child molesters reported significantly
higher levels of intimate fantasies (e.g., kissing passionately,
oral sex, masturbation, and sex outdoors) than nonsexual offen-
ders (F = 8.18; p = .005). The authors suggested that more inti-
mate fantasies among child molesters may correspond to
increased sexual preoccupation in this group, in comparison
to nonsexual offenders. In addition, child molesters reported
more active fantasies (i.e., fantasies where they were actor
actively doing sexual behaviors, as opposed to passively
receiving them, e.g., giving oral sex, or hurting a partner) than
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nonsexual offenders (F = 5.24; p = .024), although both
groups expressed relatively similar levels of passive fantasies
(e.g., receiving oral sex, or being hurt by a partner; F' = 0.71;
p = .401). According to the authors, since active and passive
fantasies are related to the offender’s sense of power or control
within the imagined sexual situation, “‘the majority of sexual
fantasies child molesters experience involve placing them-
selves in a position of control and mastery rather than a position
of submission. ... Child molesters imagine being confident
and sexually assertive, although they are markedly unassertive
in daily life. ... Similarly, a lack of significant differences in
passive fantasies may support the notion that child molesters
maintain a position of power within imagined sexual situations,
more often than nonsexual offenders, as a way of compensating
for a lack of confidence, unassertiveness, and feelings of
powerlessness” (Baumgartner et al., 2002, p. 26; see also Mar-
shall & Barbaree, 1990; Marshall et al., 1995).

Taken as a whole, these results may support the idea that
some sexual offenders might acquire a sense of intimacy, con-
trol, and mastery from their sexual fantasies. It thus becomes
easier and more pleasurable for them to live predominantly
in their imaginary world (MacCulloch et al., 1983). However,
since fantasy might be the only source of sexual arousal (see
Abel et al., 1987; Laws & O’Donohue, 1997; Prentky, Burgess,
et al., 1989), given their deficit of sexual experience and social
contact with the preferred sex (MacCulloch et al., 1983), the
need for engagement in fantasies might persist or even increase
over time, increasing the likelihood of entertaining deviant sex-
ual fantasies for prolonged periods of time. Nevertheless, it
may be possible that such an overuse of fantasy might promote
more serious and chronic social isolation and emotional loneli-
ness (Looman, 1995), which, in turn, are likely to worsen the
offender’s intrapersonal and interpersonal functioning and ulti-
mately result in greater social difficulties. Therefore, such an
overuse of deviant sexual fantasies is rarely effective and adap-
tive in the long term, because it might lead these individuals to
be loners and immature persons (Keppel & Walter, 1999), who
feel inferior to others and are plagued by a chronic lack of inti-
macy, thus worsening their intrapersonal and interpersonal
functioning and ultimately resulting in greater isolation and
withdrawal. At the same time, it has been suggested that such
a misuse of deviant sexual fantasies is likely to lead to a reduc-
tion in perceived control, with sexual offenders never learning
to control their sexual impulses (Neidigh & Tomiko, 1991).

Although the general pathway proposed in the present arti-
cle refers to all sexual offenders who deviantly fantasize, there
might be a subimplication pertinent to those sexual offenders
with sadistic fantasies. In fact, it has been proposed that the
more time these individuals with deviant sexual fantasies ded-
icate to their fantasies, the more power and violence they
acquire (MacCulloch, Gray, & Watt, 2000; Marshall & Bar-
baree, 1990). As a result, such fantasies might grow out of sad-
ism (Burgess, Hartman, Ressler, Douglas, & McCormack,
1986; MacCulloch et al., 1983; 2000). Specifically, it has been
hypothesized that even small number of negative intimate
experiences with the preferred sex might result in concurrent

high levels of aggressive feelings and sexual arousal during and
in the immediate aftermath of such negative experiences (Mac-
Culloch et al., 2000). In these cases, a representation of sexual
arousal and a representation of aggressive feelings might be
active concurrently and associations between these two repre-
sentations might be formed through the process of sensory pre-
conditioning (a learning mechanism that is more primitive than
either classical and operant conditioning: see MacCulloch
et al., 2000). Subsequent repeated pairings of these two intrin-
sically reinforcing emotional states (in fantasy) might lead to
rapid and intense conditioned associations being formed and
elaborated upon (Beauregard et al., 2008; Burgess et al.,
1986; MacCulloch et al., 2000). Subsequently, if, at any stage,
the individual feels aggressive, then representation of sexual
arousal might be activated, and vice versa, providing a com-
mon pathway to sadistic sexual fantasy (MacCulloch et al.,
2000).

Once fantasies have grown out of sadism, they might gener-
ate a state of tension which might lead these individuals to gain
relief through action (Schlesinger, 2007), in effect creating a
disposition to offend. Such a disposition to offend may be acted
upon when combined with detachment from social rules of con-
duct, accessibility of a victim, and weakness of inhibitions due
to alcohol, drugs, or stress (Burgess et al., 1986; Laws & Mar-
shall, 1990; Marshall & Marshall, 2000; Prentky & Burgess,
1991). Consequently, these individuals might try to act out
their fantasies as they are imagined in order to seek reassurance
of their needs for intimacy, control, personal adequacy, and
competence from the victim (Beauregard et al., 2008; Keppel
& Walter, 1999). Given that reality can never precisely match
their imagination, their deviant sexual fantasies need to be
restaged with a new victim.

In conclusion, the present article has investigated three areas
of the literature on sexual offending (i.e., parent—child relation-
ships, attachment, and social difficulties in sex offenders), in
order to better understand the origin, development, and func-
tions of deviant sexual fantasy in sexual offenders. In addition,
a possible path through which parent—child relationships might
lead to deviant sexual fantasies has been suggested. It is
hypothesized that insecure attachment styles and difficulties
in social relationships, especially difficulties in initiating or
maintaining consensual intimate relationships with appropriate
others, might lead to use of deviant sexual fantasies as a means
to achieve the intimacy, power, or control absent from reality.
Such a combination of insecure attachment, difficulties in inti-
mate relationships, and use of fantasy as an attempt to satisfy
the needs for intimacy, emotional closeness, or power might
lead to a disposition to offend.

Although these assumptions may have implications for pre-
vention and treatment of sexual offending, they are mainly the-
oretical and based on clinical and intuitive judgment, as the
empirical evidence is scant. As highlighted above, the amount
of scientific research in the origin and development of deviant
fantasy in sexual offenders is modest. However, it has been
suggested that a theoretical focus and a descriptive approach
may be appropriate first steps for developing areas that are
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difficult to study and where relatively little research has
occurred, such as the etiology of sexual crimes (Schlesinger,
2004, 2007). Although indirect evidence for the assumptions
postulated in the final part of the present article is provided
by the results of some studies, the associations suggested by
these studies (e.g., the association between feelings of loneli-
ness and deviant fantasy use) are strictly correlational. Thus,
cause cannot be assumed from the studies demonstrating such
a link. For example, it was suggested that loneliness and social
isolation might lead to the use of deviant fantasies; however,
the opposing causal direction might also be likely (i.e., the use
of deviant sexual fantasy causes loneliness and social isola-
tion), although, as suggested above, some studies have found
that sexual offenders reported more frequent deviant sexual
fantasies after, rather than before, episodes in which they expe-
rienced interpersonal conflicts or inadequacy, feelings of being
humiliated or rejected by another person, and loneliness. How-
ever, it is also possible that loneliness and the use of deviant
fantasy might reinforce each other; perhaps, it is also possible
that a hidden third variable (e.g., low self-esteem or lack of
social support) might mediate the relationship between loneli-
ness and deviant fantasy.

Speaking more broadly, the methodological limitations
(e.g., poor sampling methods, inadequate control for confoun-
ders, and designs inappropriate to prove causality) of most of
the empirical studies cited in the present article do not allow for
causal inferences to be made. Thus, findings should be inter-
preted with caution. Furthermore, many studies were based
on small number of patients or incarcerated individuals living
in England and North America. Therefore, the samples of these
studies might be not representative of the population of sexual
offenders in the place and at the time where data had been gath-
ered; in addition, the results cannot be generalized to sexual
offenders living in other countries. Many studies with these
methodological limitations were also included in the meta-
analytic reviews cited in the present article, which, therefore,
do not allow for strong assertions about causal relationships.
For all these reasons, interpretation and generalization of the
assumptions postulated in the present article need caution.

The present article has some other limitations. First, it was
suggested that the combination of insecure attachment and dif-
ficulties in intimate relationships might lead to the use of fan-
tasy as an attempt to satisfy the needs for intimacy, emotional
closeness, or power and that such a combination of insecure
attachment, difficulties in intimate relationships, and use of
fantasy might lead to a disposition to offend. However, deviant
sexual fantasy in sexual offenders might not result from a pro-
cess that necessarily requires insecurely attached children who
grow into youths and men with difficulties in intimate relation-
ships. It is possible that other biological, psychological, or
social factors might play a role in the origin and development
of deviant sexual fantasies in sexual offenders and predispose
to offending. For example, some observational-descriptive
studies have found that sexual murders with deviant sexual fan-
tasies reported not only attachment issues and interpersonal
problems but also experiences of child abuse, use of

pornography, homosexual or bisexual orientation, a history of
violence and arrests, poor adjustment in school, psychotic
symptoms, and unemployment (Beauregard et al., 2008; Myers
& Blashfield, 1997; Myers, Burgess, & Nelson, 1998). Second,
the assumptions postulated in the present article account for
neither those sexual offenders who do not frequently use devi-
ant fantasies, although they might have the supposed predispos-
ing factors (i.e., insecure attachment and difficulties in intimate
relationships) nor those individuals who have deviant fantasies,
attachment issues, and intimacy problems but who do not
offend sexually. Third, the concept of sadism as well as the
development of sadistic fantasies proposed in the last part of
the present article refer to sadistic sexual offenders; since not
all sexual offenders with deviant fantasies are sadistic, the issue
concerning the development of sadistic fantasies should be
considered as a subimplication of the pathway and not a general
implication pertinent to all offenders who deviantly fantasize.

In sum, it is clear that further research is needed. Since devi-
ant sexual fantasies might play a role in the origin of sexual
offending, it is important to better understand the mechanisms
by which deviant sexual fantasies develop, take shape, and
translate into offences in order to prevent sexual offences.
Furthermore, given that fantasy assessment (Gordon & Grubin,
2004; Marshall & Eccles, 1991) and management (see, e.g.,
Beech, Fisher, & Beckett, 1999; Grossman, Martis, & Fichtner,
1999; Johnston, Ward, & Hudson, 1997; Laws & Marshall,
1991) are relevant issues in the treatment of sexual offenders,
it is important to address in the assessment and treatment pro-
cess those factors that have the potential to promote the devel-
opment of deviant sexual fantasies in sexual offenders and their
translation into reality. Most importantly, since some people
who have deviant fantasies, attachment issues, and difficulties
in intimate relationships do not sexual offend, future research
should also discover the compensatory processes whereby peo-
ple who have experience dysfunctional parenting practices and
suffer from intimacy problems do not entertain sexual deviant
fantasies and/or do not engage in sexual offending. In fact, it
may be possible that some individuals might leave the pro-
posed pathway toward deviant sexual fantasy and sexual
offending at its various junctures. For example, those individ-
uals with attachment issues and intimacy problems who do not
use deviant sexual fantasies, although they have a history of
dysfunctional parent—child relationships and difficulties in inti-
mate relationships, might have individual differences (e.g.,
neural substrates and circuits, genetic influences, or personality
traits) and/or a developmental history characterized by differ-
ent social experiences or relationships outside the family
(e.g., positive social experiences at school or relationships with
peers) than those individuals who use deviant sexual fantasies
and/or offend. Such differences might make one individual
with insecure attachment and intimacy problems develop and
utilize compensatory mechanisms that are more effective at
achieving intimacy and emotional closeness than deviant sex-
ual fantasies.

Thus, it is important that future investigations use longitudi-
nal designs, control for confounders, and employ samples
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representative of the general population and matched compar-
ison groups, in order to discover not only the mechanisms by
which dysfunctional parent—child relationships, an insecure
attachment, and difficulties in intimate relationships may result
in deviant fantasy use and sexual offending, but also the com-
pensatory processes whereby some individuals with similar
predisposing factors (e.g., insecure attachment, intimacy prob-
lems, or deviant fantasy) achieve positive adaptation and man-
ifest functional, adaptive, and socially accepted behaviors.

Critical Findings

e Deviant sexual fantasy might be a risk factor for sexual
offending

e Sexual offenders are highly likely to have an insecure
attachment style developed in response to dysfunctional
parenting practices

e Many sexual offenders have feelings of inadequacy and
inferiority to others and a lack of the self-confidence and
social skills to initiate or maintain consensual intimate rela-
tionships with appropriate others

e Sexual offenders may use deviant sexual fantasies as a
means to achieve the intimacy, power, or control absent
from reality

e The use of fantasy as a means to achieve intimacy, power,
or control might create a disposition to offend

Implications for Practice, Policy, and
Research

e Methodological advances in research on the origin and
development of deviant sexual fantasies must be
implemented

e Further research should elucidate the causal mechanisms
and processes that contribute to the development of sexual
fantasies in sexual offenders

e Future research should discover the compensatory pro-
cesses whereby people who have experienced dysfunc-
tional parenting practices, suffer from interpersonal
problems, and entertain sexual deviant fantasies should not
engage in sexual offending

e For all persons, especially youths, with a history of dys-
functional parenting practices, interpersonal problems, and
deviant sexual fantasies, early intervention as well as care-
ful monitoring over time for potential acting out of fantasy
must be a priority to decrease the risk that they may become
sexual offenders

e Clinicians should assess the relevance of fantasy world to
the real world and address deviant sexual fantasies
therapeutically
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