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Background

Rates of sexual offending recidivism are reported to be lower 
than that of general offenders (Justice Inspectorates, 2021). 
Although this can be partially accounted for by the level of 
risk management directed to people convicted of sexual 
offenses and that recidivism rates are often underestimated 
since sexual offenses are rarely reported or unlikely to be 
resolved by arrest (Przybylski, 2015), individuals who have 
committed a sexual offense are conceptualized as more dan-
gerous than other offenders (Sample & Bray 2003). While 
such conceptualizations may be warranted due to the costs 
sexual offenses incur to society, (e.g., increased fear of crime, 
psychological or physical impact on the primary victims 
[Resilience, 2018], anger, and financial costs [Loya, 2015]), 
this renders reintegration difficult for those who have com-
mitted a sexual offense.

This presents a significant problem when considering the 
volume of ex-offenders needing support with reintegration. 

In 2021 there were 95,844 registered individuals who had 
committed a sex offense in England and Wales (Full Fact, 
2021), and a total of 917,771 in the United States of America 
(USA) (Vigderman & Turner, 2021). Those who have been 
or are about to be released from prison will potentially need 
treatment, interventions, mental health support, accommoda-
tion, and employment to reduce the risk of recidivism and 
promote safe community reintegration.

Several protective factors contribute to the cessation of 
sexual offending, including supportive relationships (Kras, 
2019), access to pro-social activities, employment opportu-
nities, suitable and safe housing, access to education and 
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treatment, and participation in offender interventions (Harris 
et al., 2017). Previous research has also found that familial 
relationships and social support have greater power over 
human behavior than sanctions, restrictions, and punish-
ments, with the latter often negatively impacting community 
reintegration and encouraging reoffending (Cooley et al., 
2017).

The restrictions and punishments unique to those con-
victed of sexual offenses are primarily a result of community 
public notification systems, such as “Megan’s Law” in the 
USA, which informs the community when a person con-
victed of sexual offenses moves into their neighborhood, and 
“Sarah’s Law” in the U.K., which allows anyone to formally 
ask the police if someone who has access to a child has a 
child sexual offense record. This could be considered an 
extreme form of punishment that no other group of offenders 
faces (Corrigan, 2006). It is therefore recommended that 
more support is provided for men who have been convicted 
of sexual offenses (MCoSO) when reintegrating back into 
the community, which could include resilience building, less 
severe formal social control, and more therapeutic services 
(Kras, 2022).

These findings demonstrate the need for improvement 
across the criminal justice system, and overall, there is a 
need to fully identify and explore what can help or hinder the 
reintegration process for MCoSO to reduce reoffending rates 
and make recommendations to support MCoSO through this 
process that is based on evidence and the needs of this 
offender group. This is particularly important when consid-
ering the high number of sexual offenses committed across 
the world and the impact this crime has upon individuals and 
society as a whole. Therefore, this qualitative systematic 
review aims to identify the full extent of the barriers and 
facilitators that MCoSO face when reintegrating back into 
the community.

Methods

To address the above aim, a systematic review was con-
ducted on qualitative-only studies in order to gather in-depth, 
rich, and insightful understandings of the barriers and facili-
tators MCoSO faces when reintegrating back into the 
community.

A systematic review was chosen over a meta-synthesis to 
present the findings in a structured manner, consistent with 
the approach taken by other studies (Campbell et al., 2020). 
Systematic reviews offer a rigorous and transparent method 
for synthesizing a large body of qualitative research, facili-
tating a comprehensive understanding of a particular phe-
nomenon. Through explicit and transparent methods, 
systematic reviews minimize bias in the selection, appraisal, 
and synthesis of qualitative studies. Additionally, they inform 
policy and practice decisions by identifying key themes and 
synthesizing available evidence (Shaheen et al., 2023). The 
protocol for this systematic review was registered with 
PROSPERO (CRD42023409254), with one amendment 

being made since its registration (this amendment included 
three changes: replaced Endnote with Rayyan, added a team 
member, and amended to look at the views from MCoSO 
only). The review is reported in line with Preferred Reporting 
Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses 2020 
reporting guidelines (Shamseer et al., 2015).

Search Strategy

Fourteen electronic databases were searched: Psych Info, 
MEDLINE, Psych Articles, Psychology and Behavioral 
Sciences Collection, Web of Science, ASSIA, Scopus, 
Criminal Justice Abstracts, CINAHL, Taylor & Francis 
Online, Science Direct, SAGE Journals, PubMed, and 
ProQuest, and two gray literature databases were searched; 
MEDNAR and Google Scholar, with the first 100 hits being 
retrieved. One researcher (ET) ran the searches from the 16 
databases.

Searches of all databases were conducted in line with the 
PEO (Population, Exposure, and Outcomes) framework 
(Mattisson, 2023) for conducting literature searches for qual-
itative synthesis. The PEO framework is useful for qualita-
tive-only reviews (McEwan, 2023) and can help determine 
the association between particular exposures/risk factors and 
outcomes which can help to inform policy and practice 
(Munn et al., 2018). Elements of the PEO framework were 
used to inform the keywords and identify relevant papers. 
Population included men convicted of a sexual offense, 
Exposure included reintegration, and Outcome included bar-
riers and facilitators. An example search strategy can be 
found in Supplemental Material File 1. All searches were 
conducted in April 2023, and to ensure all relevant papers 
were captured, gold standard papers (those that matched the 
research questions) were searched for and found to ensure 
the sensitivity of the search.

Eligibility Criteria

Papers were included if they used qualitative research meth-
ods about the barriers, facilitators, perceptions, experiences, 
and attitudes toward community reintegration from prison or 
secure care for MCoSO. Papers were included if other 
offense types were present, such as homicide or drug 
offenses, if the data on MCoSO could be extracted. Similarly, 
papers were included that did not specifically focus on rein-
tegration if data on reintegration were presented and could be 
extracted. Additionally, for the papers to be eligible, they 
needed to include the experiences and perspectives of adult 
(over the age of 18) males convicted of a sexual offense and 
could be from any country and any year.

Study Selection and Data Management

All results from the database search were imported into 
Rayyan for storage, duplication detection, and sifting. One 
reviewer (ET) sifted all titles and abstracts against the 
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inclusion criteria. The results were sent to a second reviewer 
(NC) who independently double-screened 10%. Any dis-
crepancies were discussed between reviewers, and if an 
agreement could not be reached one reviewer would make a 
final decision (MC). There was a 97.87% agreement rate 
between reviewers (substantial agreement rate when con-
verted into Kappa statistic). Discrepancies did not go to a 
third reviewer. Following titles and abstract sifting, the 
papers identified as potentially relevant went through the 
second sifting phase of full paper screening. All full texts 
were identified, retrieved, and saved on Microsoft Teams for 
review. One reviewer (ET) sifted all full papers, and a second 
reviewer (MC) independently double-screened 20%. There 
was a 100% agreement rate between reviewers (perfect 
agreement rate when converted into Kappa statistic).

Data Extraction

A Microsoft Excel spreadsheet (the Microsoft Corporation, 
Redmond, Washington) was developed for the data extrac-
tion, which captured the authors, year of publication, country 
of study, the aim of the research, study design, methods, set-
ting/location of research, sample size, prison/community 
based, participant demographics, included barriers, included 
facilitators, and recommendations. One reviewer (ET) under-
took the data extraction, and another reviewer (MC) checked 
20% of the papers against the extracted data to ensure data 
was not missing or there were no errors.

Assessment of Quality

The critical appraisal skills programme (CASP) tool for 
appraisal of qualitative studies (Singh, 2013) was used for 
the quality assessment of the included papers and was under-
taken by one reviewer (ET). Another reviewer (NC) checked 
20% of the papers and quality scores with no discrepancies 
found. There was a 100% agreement rate between reviewers 
(perfect agreement rate when converted into Kappa statistic). 
The CASP tool was chosen as it has been endorsed by 
Cochrane and the World Health Organization for use in qual-
itative evidence synthesis and is a relatively good measure of 
the transparency of research practice and reporting standards 
(Long et al., 2020). No papers were excluded based on the 
quality score.

Synthesis

Thematic synthesis was utilized in the findings of the 
included studies. Thematic synthesis was chosen as it offers 
a systematic and rigorous approach to synthesizing qualita-
tive data and allows flexibility, transparency, and the ability 
to generate new insights, making it a valuable methodologi-
cal choice. Additionally, thematic synthesis involves identi-
fying and organizing key themes or patterns within a large 
volume of data, which helps to develop a comprehensive 
understanding of the research topic (Thomas & Harden, 

2008). Verbatim quotations from MCoSO either inside 
prison/secure care or in the community were extracted from 
the papers, and NVivo 10 (Lumivero, Denver, Colorado) was 
used to complete the free line-by-line coding, which was 
then constructed into descriptive themes and finally devel-
oped into analytical themes. ET completed initial drafts of 
the synthesis, and then the wider study team agreed upon the 
themes and sub-themes, which allowed a broader view of the 
experiences and perceptions of reintegrating into the com-
munity for those who had been convicted of a sexual offense 
and enhanced the trustworthiness and rigor of the synthesis.

Results

The initial searches yielded 14,218 records. After de-dupli-
cation (n = 5,351 total removed) and title and abstract sifting 
(n = 8,200 removed), 667 full papers were assessed. In total, 
79 papers (11 of which re-used the same sample across stud-
ies) met the inclusion criteria and were included in the review 
(Figure 1). The articles were published between 2000 and 
2023.

Study Characteristics

The characteristics from the 79 qualitative papers are pre-
sented in the Supplemental Material. All the papers included 
male participants, with an average age of 45 (ranging from 
18 to 82). The majority of offenders were white (78%) and 
had a minimum of a high school diploma (45.7%). Almost 
half of the men were single (49.3%) and had employment 
(47.7%), which earned them $30,000 or less (65.4%). 
Fourteen papers focused on the perspectives of reintegration 
of men inside prison, sixty-two papers explored the experi-
ences of reintegration of men in the community, two papers 
looked at men in both prison and the community, and one 
looked at the perspectives of reintegration from men in 
secure care. In total, 3,527 unique MCoSO were included as 
participants. Seventy papers included a mixture of sexual 
offense types; six specifically looked at child sex offenses, 
one focused only on adult rapists, one paper explored 
offenses against children and vulnerable adults, and lastly, 
one paper specifically focused on image-based internet sex-
ual offenses. Forty-six papers reported on research from the 
United States of America, 22 from the United Kingdom, 3 
from the Netherlands, 3 from Australia and Canada, and one 
each from New Zealand, Italy, and Norway.

Thematic Results

Six emerging themes were found, which surrounded three 
main areas: formal aspects (registration, notification, and 
probation, and interventions, therapy, and support groups), 
stability aspects (accommodation, employment and educa-
tion, and relationships and religion), and cultural and societal 
barriers (labeling, stigma, and vigilantism), which this sec-
tion will now explore further. Grouping these themes together 
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ensured comprehensive coverage of the various factors 
related to the reintegration of MCoSO into society. By exam-
ining formal aspects, stability aspects, and cultural and soci-
etal barriers, the systematic review provided a holistic 
understanding of the challenges and opportunities for 
reintegration.

Theme 1: Registration, Notification, and Probation. Registra-
tion, notification, and probation were found to have caused 
shame, stigma, and isolation and to be a strain in the reentry 

process, with common feelings of injustice. Forty-seven 
papers focused on this area and first found that many of the 
participants who were in prison lacked knowledge of the reg-
istration laws and did not feel prepared for this upon their 
release: “I don’t know what the rules are, I’ve heard different 
things, I’ll have to check it out when the time comes” 
(Tewksbury & Copes, 2013, p. 107).

Many of the participants in the studies believed that sex 
offender registration and notification were useless and not a 
deterrent for reoffending (which is its main purpose); instead, 
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Figure 1. Preferred reporting items for systematic review and meta-analysis.
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it was seen as an unnecessary and prolonged additional con-
dition put upon the men to further punish them (Cooley et al., 
2017; Kemshall et al., 2012; Murphy & Fedoroff, 2013; 
Seidler, 2010; Tewksbury & Lees, 2007). The length of reg-
istration was also seen as a barrier as many men were life-
long registrants and therefore felt they had nothing to work 
toward or see any hope in their futures (Collins et al., 2010; 
Cooley et al., 2017; Griffin & Evans, 2021; Harris & 
Levenson, 2022; Kitson-Boyce et al., 2019a; Mann et al., 
2021; Tewksbury & Connor, 2012; Tovey et al., 2022): “I 
feel as though I am being doubly punished. . .I can never 
stop registering. I want to leave America, but felons can’t. I 
can’t wait for the lord to take me from this hell” (Ackerman 
et al., 2013, p. 38). Additionally, the consequences of the sex 
offender registry and notification appeared monumental for 
the men and included thoughts of suicide, hopelessness, 
anger, being harassed and discriminated against, causing iso-
lation, and the loss of careers, positive futures, and friends 
and family (Griffin & Evans, 2021; Harris & Levenson, 
2022; Kras, 2022; Levenson & Cotter, 2005b; Levenson 
et al., 2007; Seidler, 2010; Tewksbury & Lees, 2007; 
Tewksbury, 2013; Zevitz & Farkas, 2000):

I am dealing with a lot of anger, distrust, and hopelessness. My 
goals for the American dream are shattered. Why set those goals 
for myself when everything I would hope to accomplish can 
easily be taken away from me . . . I have lost all hope that I will 
ever have a productive and enjoyable life because of this 
registration (Ackerman et al., 2013, p. 37).

Others expressed how unfair they felt it was altogether 
and that they had to register the same as other MCoSO who 
may have committed “worse crimes” than them and argued 
for it to be distinguishable as they did not want to be catego-
rized in this way (Ackerman et al., 2013; Digard, 2014; 
Evans & Cubellis, 2015; Kras, 2022; Levenson et al., 2007; 
Lytle et al., 2017; Murphy & Fedoroff, 2013; Seidler, 2010):

They don’t differentiate between the guy that goes out and goes 
to a party and runs across a 16-year-old girl and has oral sex with 
her or the guy that drags a 5-year-old off the playground and 
rapes and kills her. It’s still a sex offender (Tewksbury & Lees, 
2007, p. 396).

On the other hand, some of the men viewed the registry as 
a way to help keep them on track with their lives, with some 
offering recommendations on how to make the process bet-
ter, for example being able to differentiate between MCoSO 
on the registry and having a clinician to review registrants 
regarding their readiness to come off the list (Cooley et al., 
2017; Ievins & Mjåland, 2021; Levenson et al., 2007; 
Murphy & Fedoroff, 2013; Seidler, 2010; ten Bensel & 
Sample, 2017):

I believe the registry is a good thing for some people, but there 
are a few people that the registry is not really helping them or the 

public . . . Each case should be individually analyzed to see if 
that person should even be placed on the registry (Ackerman 
et al., 2013, p. 39).

Ahead of living with the stigma of the sex offender label, 
many participants stated that parole and probation restric-
tions were the most flawed part of the reintegration process 
and hurt their daily lives. Twelve papers explored this further 
and discovered other reasons for this, including the lack of 
support that was given to the men (before and after release), 
how judgmental probation officers were of them, the lack of 
trust between them, and generally how inflexible they were 
toward them (Ackerman & Brown, 2020; Allan et al., 2023; 
Bailey & Sample, 2017; Cooley et al., 2017; Digard, 2014; 
Ievins & Mjåland, 2021; Mann et al., 2021; Russell et al., 
2013; Seidler, 2010; Simmons et al., 2022; Zevitz & Farkas, 
2000): “Probation doesn’t help. Their job is to re-arrest you 
because they are told you are a threat to society and you’re 
going to reoffend. You’re a time bomb. It’s just a matter of 
time” (McCartan et al., 2021, p. 1306). In addition to these 
feelings, many of the men felt worried, especially when 
thinking anything could trigger them being recalled to prison. 
Their interactions with probation services did not reduce 
those feelings as they described feeling they were being con-
stantly monitored (Burchfield & Mingus, 2008; Harris & 
Levenson, 2021; Ievins & Mjåland, 2021; Kitson-Boyce 
et al., 2018; ten Bensel & Sample, 2019). However, some of 
the men felt that going back to prison would be a better 
option than remaining on probation: “All this indefinite stuff 
is just so draining. There’s nothing to hope for. . . it can even 
get to a stage where, well, actually going to prison isn’t so 
bad” (Tovey et al., 2022, p. 16).

Restrictions and conditions imposed by the probation ser-
vice hugely impacted the men’s lives, especially surrounding 
what they could do with their families, where they could live, 
and the specific problems arising from polygraph testing and 
electronic monitoring (Digard, 2014). In regards to spending 
time with their families and interacting socially with others, 
many barriers stood in the men’s way as a result of their 
restrictions (Dubois & Ouellet, 2020; Harris et al., 2019; 
Liem & Weggemans, 2018; Paat et al., 2017; Zevitz & 
Farkas, 2000).

When it came to residency restrictions, the men struggled 
to accept their conditions due to the complexities and the 
unpredictable nature of the world around them, which often 
led to confusion as to why these conditions were there in the 
first place: “The reality is that people—including children—
are everywhere, not just restricted areas” (Page et al., 2012, 
p. 125). Electronic monitoring was also seen as an unneces-
sary and highly burdensome condition placed upon the men, 
which often led to them losing their jobs and confidence, as 
well as missing out on activities they used to enjoy doing, 
such as swimming, yoga, and dancing. Many viewed the 
device as a “ball and chain” which reminded them they were 
“bad” and did not see it as a deterrent to reoffend but just 
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another way to punish them after they have been released 
(Burchfield & Mingus, 2008; Juventa & Krim, 2017; 
Kemshall et al., 2012; Youssef et al., 2023).

Polygraphs were equally seen as a waste of resources that 
did not affect reoffending. There was skepticism about the 
polygraph’s accuracy, with many believing it was 
inefficient:

It is an extremely negative tool to use to sort of say to somebody 
we don’t believe that you’re following your license conditions 
. . . but it assumes such a negative thing to sort of say we don’t 
believe you until the machine tells us (Spruin et al., 2018, p. 21).

Lastly, when examining the responses from the very few 
who expressed positivity about probation, it indicated how 
much of a difference it makes to the men’s lives when they 
encounter understanding and supportive staff who appeared 
to care about the men in a professional manner (Cooley et al., 
2017).

She’s, she’s very, very knowledgeable about sex offenders and 
sex offending. And never hesitated to share with me how 
inappropriate she thinks that some of the laws are. And at the 
same time, never came close to excusing sex offending either 
(Bailey & Sample, 2017, p. 195).

Theme 2: Interventions, Therapy, and Support Groups. Individ-
uals convicted of sexual offenses are often required to 
undergo therapy or attend intervention-based meetings either 
inside prison and/or once released into the community. The 
purpose of this is to educate and help the ex-prisoners to 
build an offense-free life (Youssef et al., 2023). Seven papers 
explored men’s experiences and feelings toward this and 
found there was a mixture of responses from the men regard-
ing interventions and therapy. Some found many benefits to 
attending these courses/therapy once being released, whereas 
others did not understand the need for them and viewed it as 
an unnecessary requirement that they had already undertaken 
in prison, therefore rendering it a “waste of time” (Allan 
et al., 2023; Robbers, 2009; Youssef et al., 2023). However, 
it is important to note that it is one thing going through prison 
treatment, where dealing with temptation is hypothetical, 
and doing it in a community where the temptations are real.

However, many men described how useful it had been for 
them (Dervley et al., 2017; Hollomotz, 2021; Kras, 2022; 
Robbers, 2009; Youssef et al., 2023). This included benefits 
to the men’s relationships, being able to help others, and giv-
ing them a positive outlook on their future: “When you do 
something of this nature you feel you’re a pariah to soci-
ety. . .and the easiest way of solving the problem is to opt out 
of society. The course took that away. It gave me a future” 
(Dervley et al., 2017, p. 53). Looking specifically at support 
groups, there are a limited number of them that welcome 
men with sexual convictions in the community, and for those 
that do, there is little awareness of them. Support groups can 

be extremely beneficial and helpful to men when they are 
reintegrating into the community as they are a place where 
they can be open, honest, and build friendships (Sample 
et al., 2022). More established support groups, such as 
Circles of Support and Accountability (CoSA), have been 
successful in helping released men convicted of sexual 
offenses reenter society positively while also encouraging 
them to take accountability for what they have done. Eighteen 
papers focused on CoSA and examined the facilitators sur-
rounding the support they give to the men. CoSA was often 
compared to probation services, whereby it was discovered 
that CoSA provided the men with a more positive environ-
ment that was free of judgment, and it was suggested that 
other recent MCoSO are made aware of their services 
(Bohmert et al., 2018; McCartan et al., 2021): “You could be 
more open with a Circle rather than Probation Officer or 
when you are in prison, I could talk about risk and then 
would decide among themselves if it was cumulative” 
(Ackerman & Brown, 2020, p. 26). It also appeared CoSA 
gave the men much more support than statutory provisions 
could offer in different areas of their lives, including helping 
them look for jobs, providing advice, strengthening family 
relationships, and allowing friendships to form (Fox, 2015, 
2016, 2017; Furse & Kitson-Boyce, 2023; Höing et al., 2013, 
2017; Kitson-Boyce et al., 2019b).

Additionally, the peer-support group Fearless (based in 
the USA) provided men a place to meet with others who also 
had sexual convictions to offer advice and reduce isolation 
(Sample et al., 2018, 2022): “I don’t know what I would do 
without those guys. They show me that they have survived 
and so can I. I really think my membership in Fearless helped 
get me through my lonely times” (ten Bensel & Sample, 
2019, p. 286). The men felt less specialized support groups 
were unfamiliar with potential sources of help for MCoSO. 
Several papers centered around this and the lack of aware-
ness, availability, and benefits of these groups. Firstly, the 
lack of awareness and availability of support was apparent in 
many of the papers, which revealed the need for the exis-
tence and promotion of such groups: “I had no groups, not 
aware of anything—for example, Samaritans. I wasn’t aware 
of anything. As a sex offender I’m concerned what’s avail-
able. I need to know what’s available. I would take any sup-
port I could. I questioned if it applied to me” (Ackerman & 
Brown, 2020, p. 24). The men believed support groups not 
only helped them to reintegrate into society but also reduced 
their chances of reoffending (Lytle et al., 2017; Simmons 
et al., 2022; Zevitz & Farkas, 2000): “Once I talked, I felt 
better. . .. Just knowing others struggle and win helps me to 
remember I can too” (ten Bensel & Sample, 2017, p. 506).

Theme 3: Accommodation. Sixteen papers discussed the bar-
riers MCoSO faced when trying to find and secure accom-
modation, with only one paper reporting a positive 
experience. “Yes, my landlord knows about it because I had 
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to disclose to him and he was very good about it, he has been 
brilliant about it” (Kemshall et al., 2012, p. 320). Most men, 
when released from prison for a sexual offense, experience 
considerable difficulty finding and retaining appropriate 
housing that abides by their specific probation conditions 
(Bohmert et al., 2018; Harris & Levenson, 2021; Page et al., 
2012; Russell et al., 2013). The difficulties in finding accom-
modation following release from prison reportedly stemmed 
from the lack of support, information, and guidance given to 
the men by probation and other services (Allan et al., 2023; 
Russell et al., 2013): “I was forced to live on the streets for a 
while because probation services could not find a house that 
was suitable for someone like me” (Liem & Weggemans, 
2018, p. 483). Another common difficulty was the reluctance 
of landlords and communities to have a “sex offender” living 
in their area (Burchfield & Mingus, 2008; Cresswell, 2020; 
Harris & Levenson, 2021; Rydberg, 2018; Zevitz & Farkas, 
2000).

The accommodation available for the men (often hostels, 
halfway houses, shelters, and transitional facilities), were 
described as being “like a prison,” “awful,” “costly,” “cha-
otic,” and “warehouses for sex offenders” and as places they 
could not escape from (Ackerman & Brown, 2020; Dubois & 
Ouellet, 2020; Harris et al., 2019; Kras et al., 2016; Rydberg, 
2018; Tewksbury, 2012). This led to one man stating that he 
re-offended to escape his environment. “I had no support in 
a parole hostel. I wanted to go back to my home area, so I 
offended to get back to that area” (Ackerman & Brown, 
2020, p. 26).

Theme 4: Employment and Education. Twenty-seven papers 
discussed the effects of being unable to find employment, as 
well as what having a job meant to MCoSO. Finding a job 
with a criminal record is a major challenge, and even more so 
with a sexual offense (Dubois & Ouellet, 2020). Commonly, 
MCoSO have limited career options and are often prevented 
from returning to their former employment (Dubois & Ouel-
let, 2020; Harris et al., 2014; Mann et al., 2021; McAlinden 
et al., 2017; Rydberg, 2018; Sandbukt, 2021; Schaefer et al., 
2004; Simmons et al., 2022).

Most men who were interviewed in the papers had lost 
their jobs following conviction and were unemployed but 
looking for work. Reasons given for unemployment included 
fears of disclosure, being recognized, being asked questions 
about their offense at interview, threats, and harassment 
because they were on the sex offender register: “I want to 
work but I just back down, because they ask if you have any 
criminal history—“can we run a record check on you?” and 
I’m like, “forget it, forget it’” (Harris et al., 2014, p. 1572). 
This was also not helped by the lack of perceived support 
from probation services upon their release regarding advice 
on finding employment and about the lengthy conditions 
they had to abide by so as not to return to prison (Faccio 
et al., 2020; Liem & Weggemans, 2018; Mann et al., 2021; 
Rydberg, 2018; Schaefer et al., 2004; Zevitz & Farkas, 

2000): “I think they could have helped me with jobs that are 
prone to ex-cons, the info provided is out of date” (Allan 
et al., 2023, p. 68).

Another barrier was the attitudes of employers, which in 
some cases led to men lying about their offense type or about 
having a criminal record to secure employment (Mann et al., 
2021; Robbers, 2009). Most employers, when finding out 
about their previous convictions, would not consider hiring 
the men, with many not getting to the end of their interviews. 
This led to men either not gaining employment or accepting 
jobs that were below their skill levels: “I had to tell them in a 
previous interview for a job. . . their faces just fall. It’s ok I 
understand. . . it’s being punished more than the sentence in 
a way” (Mann et al., 2021, p. 216).

Overall, employment was a large focus of the papers, as 
acquiring a job once released from prison was the men’s top 
priority as gave them hope for the future (Allan et al., 2023; 
Farmer et al., 2012; Harris et al., 2014; McAlinden et al., 
2017; Russell et al., 2013; Rydberg, 2018; Schaefer et al., 
2004; Tewksbury & Copes, 2013; Tovey et al., 2022; Youssef 
et al., 2023). Employment was also seen as a facilitator to 
reintegrating and helped the men desist from reoffending 
(Faccio et al., 2020, p. 129).

Three papers discussed education, which appeared crucial 
to some of the men once they had returned to the community 
as they were able to focus on other things in their life and aim 
for a better future, as well as helping them to acquire a job: 
“Absolutely! I think that education is critical. I would advise 
everybody to go back and get more education, yeah. And that 
is the key to changing the whole mindset” (Tewksbury, 2013, 
p. 18). However, barriers were common surrounding the edu-
cational environment, including stigmatization (Harris et al., 
2019; Slater et al., 2023). In addition, due to fear of expo-
sure, campus registrants reported having few social interac-
tions and friends and a very limited range of activities beyond 
the classroom:

You have the registry as well as your campus registry. It’s 
isolating, and it can make it more difficult to communicate to 
people. I myself am feeling cut off from people, which is 
probably one of the more dangerous positions to be in for 
somebody who is an RSO (Tewksbury, 2013, p. 9).

Theme 5: Relationships and Religion. Relationships, whether 
that be with friends, family, or spouses, were often seen as 
either detrimental or crucial to the men’s success in reinte-
grating into the community. Thirty-six papers explored 
MCoSO relationships and how this helped or hindered their 
reintegration process. Positive relationships helped the men 
in all areas of their life, such as gaining employment, hav-
ing a place to live, building their confidence, and feeling 
supported and less isolated: “My parents been (sic) helping 
me out financially . . . support, advice, just about anything 
my parents can do to help me out, they have been. I actually 
feel like my family wants me around” (Kras, 2019, p. 41). 
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However, many participants reported that their sexual con-
viction had ruined their relationships with family, friends, 
and spouses, which led to the men feeling abandoned, 
lonely, and segregated from society: “I got emptiness. Now 
I’ve lost my boys and it’s kinda’ torn everybody apart” 
(Schaefer et al., 2004, p. 232). While others felt their status 
of being a “sex offender” was impacting their relationships 
and stopped them from being able to enjoy their life as they 
did beforehand with their loved ones (Davis Frenzel et al., 
2014; Dubois & Ouellet, 2020; Ievins & Mjåland, 2021; 
Lytle et al., 2017; Mann et al., 2021). Men reported being 
fearful and reluctant to peruse or maintain relationships due 
to their “sex offender” label:

I’m afraid of doing anything. This whole experience for me has 
been very traumatic in the sense it’s completely changed the way 
I do things, pretty much the way I live. For the past 2 years I’ve 
pretty much secluded myself. I mean I don’t even go visit my 
family (Harris & Levenson, 2022, p. 9).

Most participants in the seven studies examining religion 
felt their relationship with religion, and God was important 
and indicated that they felt safe within their churches and 
were less fearful of being ostracized among churchgoers than 
the general community: “Church and Christ forgives, the law 
and society doesn’t” (Kewley et al., 2017, p. 90). Religion 
was also viewed as a facilitator of reintegration, with some of 
the men pledging to be more committed to the church once 
they were released (Allan et al., 2023): “Buddhism will have 
a big influence on the way I live from now on” (Bell et al., 
2018, p. 6). However, it was evident that the men faced bar-
riers to attending church because of their sexual convictions, 
for example, needing prior permission from pastors to attend 
services or requirement of having to be accompanied by 
another adult (Harris et al., 2017, 2019):

Theme 6: Labeling, Stigma, and Vigilantism. Thirty-eight papers 
discussed labeling and stigma, which was often found to lead 
to suicidal thoughts, ostracism, discrimination, assaults on 
character and reputation, prejudgments of character, mali-
cious rumors, intrusions of privacy, community petitions, 
and threats to property and person:

I thought of suicide because I felt people were talking bad about 
me. Some people want for me to die. That’s what this law is 
about, to cause enough stress on the offender so he will take his 
own life (Levenson & Cotter, 2005a, p. 59).

Firstly, looking at perceptions, prison-confined MCoSC 
spoke of what they thought it would be like to reintegrate 
into the community. The fear and knowledge of the stigmati-
zation of MCoSO started early in the prison sentence, with 
many anticipating negative reactions from society: “You’re a 
sex offender, you ain’t nothing now. You got all of them 
against you . . . That’s the way people think out there. Sex 

offender? Garbage! Shouldn’t even come back out on the 
street, we’re not allowed out there” (Tewksbury & Copes, 
2013, p. 111). Community residing MCoSO experienced 
stigmatization and felt their conviction defined who they 
were and how they will always be remembered, which also 
led to embarrassment for their family members: “I know it’s 
gotta be difficult for him [brother] just to have the same last 
name. . .guilty by association. He’s carrying part of the 
stigma that I do just because he carries the same last name” 
(Burchfield & Mingus, 2008, p. 365). The men lived in con-
stant fear of somebody recognizing them and lacked control 
over who knew about their crime and the anticipated repri-
sals (Burchfield & Mingus, 2008; Cresswell, 2020; Fox, 
2015; Harris & Levenson, 2021; Robbers, 2009; Sandbukt, 
2021; Tovey et al., 2022): “It’s just a horrible feeling know-
ing that it’s out there and it’s public information. And, every-
body and anybody can get into it. I hate it” (Tewksbury & 
Lees, 2006, p. 330).

A lot of the men could not understand why only sexual 
crimes are highly stigmatized, and others are not (e.g., mur-
derers and burglars). Additionally, the men reported feeling 
that society, including the criminal justice system, perceived 
all “sex offenders” as equally reprehensible and potentially 
violent and dangerous:

We are like dirt . . . We made a mistake. A robber made a mistake. 
A murderer made a mistake. They’re all free to go when they get 
out of here. Me? When I leave out of here, I’m tagged for the rest 
of my life (Tewksbury & Copes, 2013, p. 111).

The men also spoke about how having a “sex offender” 
label affects most areas of their lives, including job opportu-
nities, going to the shop, rehabilitation, speaking to others, 
not being regarded as a citizen, limited opportunities, and 
harsher consequences (Dubois & Ouellet, 2020; Harris & 
Levenson, 2021; Harris et al., 2014; Ievins & Mjåland, 2021; 
Liem & Weggemans, 2018; Russell et al., 2013; Sandbukt, 
2021; Slater et al., 2023; ten Bensel & Sample, 2019; 
Tewksbury & Lees, 2006; Tewksbury & Copes, 2013; 
Worley & Worley, 2013).

In some cases, stigmatization and labeling contribute to 
instances of vigilantism, where individuals or groups take it 
upon themselves to seek retribution against those convicted 
of a sexual offense outside the legal system. Vigilante actions 
can range from public shaming and harassment to physical 
violence (Cubellis et al., 2019). Seven papers discussed the 
men’s fear and experiences of vigilantism. Repercussions of 
the “sex offender” label and notification laws left men wor-
ried for their safety due to the actions of vigilantes. This led 
to men being motivated to reoffend out of anger and fear 
(Murphy & Fedoroff, 2013; Woodall et al., 2013). Men’s 
fears were fueled by both the stories of others and the media 
portrayals of MCoSO (Burchfield & Mingus, 2008; Harris & 
Levenson, 2021; Liem & Weggemans, 2018; Zevitz & 
Farkas, 2000). Additionally, some of the men had been 
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targeted by vigilante groups (Burchfield & Mingus, 2008; 
Worley & Worley, 2013; Zevitz & Farkas, 2000).

Discussion

This qualitative systematic review highlighted six emerging 
themes that revolved around the challenges that MCoSO 
faced during the reintegration process. These themes encom-
passed formal aspects, stability aspects, and cultural and 
societal barriers, with each shedding light on the varied 
nature of the obstacles encountered by MCoSO, providing 
valuable insights for policymakers, practitioners, and aca-
demics. It appeared that these barriers and facilitators were 
not specific to certain countries but were similar across all 
regions of the world; however, there were some distinct dif-
ferences, specifically for the American research participants. 
It was apparent that American laws and communities were 
more punitive toward MCoSO, evidenced in the residency 
restrictions (for example, not being permitted to live near 
schools or playgrounds) and public notifications, which in 
some cases were found to lead to vigilantism.

Barriers to Reintegration

The discussion surrounding parole and probation revealed a 
flawed and inflexible system that added to the challenges of 
reintegration. Participants described probation officers as 
judgmental and unsupportive, exacerbating feelings of con-
stant surveillance and fear of re-arrest. While the restrictions 
placed on MCoSO, such as the prohibition of internet access, 
are intended to safeguard society, there is a growing recogni-
tion that these measures can have unintended consequences, 
impacting the lives of individuals who may not pose a sig-
nificant risk (Chan et al., 2016). Denying internet access, a 
fundamental tool in today’s interconnected world, can dis-
proportionately affect their ability to reintegrate into society, 
including finding employment, whereby job searches, appli-
cations, and networking are predominantly conducted online. 
Many aspects of our daily routines have transitioned to the 
online realm, encompassing activities such as scheduling 
appointments with general practitioners and paying bills. 
The inability to utilize online resources not only hinders their 
job-seeking efforts but also restricts their capacity to acquire 
necessary skills and knowledge (Tewksbury & Zgoba, 2010). 
The restriction, when imposed on individuals who may not 
present a high risk of reoffending, raises concerns about fair-
ness and the potential hindrance to rehabilitation efforts 
(Hutt, 2019).

The duration of registration also emerged as a significant 
barrier, with lifelong registration contributing to a sense of 
hopelessness and a lack of motivation for positive change. 
Moreover, the consequences of “sex offender registration” 
were profound, extending beyond legal implications to 
encompass emotional and psychological distress. The 

perceived unfairness of treating all MCoSO uniformly, 
regardless of the severity of their offenses, further fueled dis-
content. These findings are consistent with previous quanti-
tative studies, which reiterate the damage these extra 
conditions create (Eddleman, 2022), the perceived lack of 
support the men receive in this area, and the negative experi-
ences the registry and probation services cause (Wolf, 2021). 
Interestingly, while some individuals saw the registry as a 
potential tool for maintaining accountability and facilitating 
reintegration, a considerable number advocated for a fairer 
approach, which echoed the recommendations proposed by 
current research. Suggestions included individualized analy-
sis for registry placement, elimination of residence restric-
tions, and involvement of clinicians in assessing readiness 
for removal from the list (Levenson, 2018).

Gaining accommodation and employment were viewed as 
highly important factors and crucial to the success of com-
munity reintegration (Baker et al., 2021) since they enabled 
MCoSOs to aim for better futures. MCoSO’s often face chal-
lenges in the realm of employment, frequently finding them-
selves relegated to under-skilled work despite their prior 
experience in more specialized fields (Grossi, 2017; Harris 
et al., 2020). Many may have held skilled positions prior to 
prosecution, and it is crucial to recognize the importance of 
aligning job opportunities with their existing skill sets 
(Wooldridge & Bailey, 2023). For instance, a former teacher 
might still possess the ability to teach but could redirect their 
expertise toward a context like instructing prisoners rather 
than children. Beyond the vocational aspect, the reintegra-
tion process demands a concerted effort to challenge their 
mindset and provide a sense of purpose; therefore, it is essen-
tial to offer employment opportunities that motivate and 
engage, acknowledging the profound link between one’s 
identity and their occupation. For many men, their job is not 
just a means of financial stability; it profoundly shapes their 
identity, impacting self-esteem, social standing, and relation-
ships (Longhi et al., 2023). Societal expectations and tradi-
tional gender roles further reinforce the link between a man’s 
identity and his professional achievements, highlighting the 
crucial role of meaningful work in contributing to well-being 
and a sense of purpose (Dicke et al., 2019).

The final barrier explored the issues of labeling, stigma, 
and the threat of vigilantism faced by MCoSO, which were 
described as the most damaging to reintegration (in relation 
to physical and mental health). Participants expressed antici-
pation of negative reactions, both from society at large and 
within their communities, reinforcing the sense of being per-
manently marked by their offenses. The fear of vigilantism 
was palpable among MCoSO, with concerns about safety 
and instances of targeted harassment by vigilante groups. 
This fear, in some cases, contributed to a cycle of anger and 
desperation, prompting individuals to contemplate reoffend-
ing as a means of escape (Cubellis et al., 2019). Similar 
research aiming to reduce barriers to reintegration for a 
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largely stigmatized population has found that by fostering 
open and informed discussions, communities can gain a bet-
ter understanding of the complexities surrounding negatively 
labeled individuals (Wessells, 2006). Through community 
mobilization, education campaigns can dispel myths, empha-
sizing the importance of rehabilitation and reintegration into 
society, with community leaders, including law enforcement 
and local organizations, playing a pivotal role in promoting 
empathy and discouraging vigilantism. Ultimately, by 
encouraging a more compassionate and rehabilitative 
approach, communities can work collaboratively to build 
safer environments while respecting the rights and dignity of 
all individuals involved.

Facilitators to Reintegration

Unique to this review, the findings indicated a mixed 
response among individuals regarding the efficacy of man-
dated interventions and therapy. While some viewed these 
programs as beneficial, providing an opportunity for per-
sonal growth and positive changes, others perceived them as 
redundant, particularly if they had already undergone similar 
programs in prison. However, the importance of support 
groups, especially those like CoSA, was evident in facilitat-
ing positive reintegration. CoSA, in contrast to traditional 
probation services, provided a supportive and non-judgmen-
tal environment that addressed various aspects of the indi-
viduals’ lives, including employment, family relationships, 
and community integration. There has been a considerable 
amount of literature concerning CoSA and its effectiveness 
in helping MCoSO successfully reintegrate into the commu-
nity and provide additional support to the men and their 
spouses (Clarke et al., 2017). This has been achieved by the 
volunteer circle members offering emotional support and 
understanding, emphasizing accountability, rebuilding social 
skills, and providing education and resources.

CoSA, initially rooted in religious foundations (McCartan 
et al., 2014), is undergoing a resurgence by incorporating 
faith elements, which have recently been introduced in New 
Zealand (Lowe & Willis, 2019). However, the impact of this 
shift remains uncertain and requires thorough evaluation. As 
part of this evolving approach, increasing religious services 
and involving more faith leaders could be crucial to the 
men’s reintegration. As highlighted in this review, religion, 
fundamentally centered on forgiveness, holds the potential to 
play a significant role in the rehabilitation and reintegration 
of MCoSO into society. Emphasizing this core value within 
faith communities may foster understanding, compassion, 
and support for individuals seeking to rebuild their lives after 
release.

Although largely under-resourced, CoSA and other char-
ity organizations, such as the Lucy Faithful Foundation, are 
recognized for providing support to MCoSO and fostering 
positive relationships with their family and friends, as well 
as safeguarding children (Bailey et al., 2018; Richards, 

2021). Consistent with current research, this review found 
that positive relationships were greatly valued by MCoSO as 
they reportedly helped them to reintegrate into the commu-
nity and rebuild their lives by building confidence, escaping 
judgment, and helping to gain employment (Harris & 
Levenson, 2022). These relationships are also found to be 
crucial in preventing reoffending and suicide attempts 
(Absalom, 2021; Walker et al., 2020). However, it is impor-
tant to note the often-overlooked impact the crimes have on 
family members of those convicted of this particular offense. 
The revelation of such offenses can lead to significant emo-
tional turmoil, shame, and social isolation for the family 
while also having to contend with societal judgment, finan-
cial loss, and having to navigate and engage with the crimi-
nal justice system (Armitage et al., 2023). Recognizing the 
need for support services for the family members of MCoSO, 
CoSA aims to address this emotional impact by providing a 
safe space for sharing experiences and guiding family mem-
bers in coping with the challenges they face (Wager et al., 
2015).

Overall, it is apparent that more work is required to help 
MCoSO successfully reintegrate into the community and 
start their journey to becoming productive members of soci-
ety, significantly reducing the chances of recidivism. This 
includes providing MCoSO support in helping them find 
suitable housing, employment, and education, as well as 
offering appropriate treatment, interventions, and/or therapy, 
along with careful considerations over license conditions. 
Therefore, policies and practices in MCoSO reintegration 
should be evidence-based [as opposed to policies based upon 
community pressure and fear (Kernsmith et al., 2016)] and 
be continuously evaluated and informed by research. 
Collecting data on reoffending rates, treatment outcomes, 
and the effectiveness of various reintegration strategies can 
help identify areas for improvement and guide evidence-
based policy development.

Study Limitations

This systematic review revealed that across different types 
of MCoSO worldwide, similar barriers emerged when 
examining community reintegration. This finding provides 
reassurance that the challenges faced by MCoSO in reinte-
grating into society are consistent across various contexts. 
By identifying and synthesizing these common barriers, 
this review contributes to a more generalizable understand-
ing of factors affecting community reintegration for 
MCoSO, thereby facilitating the development of more 
effective interventions and support programs; however, 
several limitations need to be considered. It is important to 
note that this review is primarily based on subjective data, 
using people subjected to criminal sanctions to discuss how 
fair and effective these sanctions are, and, therefore, may 
be compelled to minimize, justify, or shift blame. 
Additionally, the research environment in the studies may 
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have had honesty and openness compromised due to the 
limits of confidentiality that often arise when working with 
offenders. Another limitation surrounds the inability to dis-
aggregate the data based on the types of sexual offenses 
that lead to the convictions and the problem of presenting 
the findings from across different jurisdictions and coun-
tries where the policies and practices differ markedly. 
Additionally, this review only included qualitative studies, 
therefore, it is recommended a mixed-methods or quantita-
tive review be undertaken in this area. It is also important to 

acknowledge the limitations of using a systematic review 
approach. Systematic reviews may oversimplify the com-
plexities of qualitative research by reducing findings to 
common themes and patterns. Additionally, they may be 
susceptible to publication bias if they only include pub-
lished studies. Lastly, it is important to consider the diver-
sity of the participant samples. All the participants were 
male, most were white, and many came from the USA; 
therefore, the findings may not be generalizable to other 
races, cultures, or females convicted of a sexual offense.

Table 1. Critical Findings.

Firstly, we found that formal and cultural aspects of reintegration, such as probation services, stigmatization, and registration, were the 
three largest barriers that men faced upon their release into the community. These barriers also caused some men’s mental health to 
decline or worsen after their release.
Secondly, we found stability aspects, such as positive relationships, religion, and support groups, to be key facilitators for men who 
have been convicted of sexual offenses (MCoSOs) successful reintegration, helping them to settle into the community much easier and 
efficiently.
Thirdly, we found that overall, MCoSO lacked knowledge while inside prison about what it would be like once they were released and 
generally felt unprepared to reintegrate back into the community.

Table 2. Implications for Policy and Practice.

Sex offender assessments need to be conducted in consultation with the men who have been convicted of sexual offenses (MCoSO) 
so that they can understand why they are categorized at particular risk levels. This can help inform decisions regarding supervision, 
treatment, and community notification and offer the chance to remove the offender from certain restrictions when risk is no longer 
apparent.
Sex offender treatment programs and therapy: An explanation needs to be given to MCoSO as to why they are being asked to complete 
a program for a second time (once inside and next outside of prison).
Policies should focus on educating the public about sex offenses, their causes, and effective strategies for prevention and safeguarding. 
Community members should be provided with accurate information and guidance to dispel misconceptions, reduce the stigma 
associated with MCoSO, and enhance their capacity to protect themselves and others from undetected sexual predators. Open dialog 
and public awareness campaigns can help foster a supportive environment for the reintegration of MCoSO.
Policies should address the challenges faced by MCoSO in finding stable housing and employment. This may involve working with housing 
authorities and employers to develop fair policies and practices that consider the individual’s risk level, progress in treatment, and other 
relevant factors.
Effective MCoSO reintegration requires collaboration among various stakeholders, including law enforcement, prisons, treatment 
providers, community organizations, and other relevant services. Policies should facilitate information sharing, coordination, and 
collaboration among these stakeholders to ensure a comprehensive approach to reintegration.

Conclusion

To the best of the authors’ knowledge, this is the first system-
atic review of studies reporting on the barriers and facilita-
tors to MCoSO community reintegration. This qualitative 
systematic review highlights that to overcome the barriers in 
MCoSO reintegrating back into the community and promot-
ing the facilitators, a comprehensive and multi-dimensional 
approach is required that addresses various factors. These 
include providing specialized therapy, counseling, and inter-
ventions tailored to MCoSO-specific needs, creating sup-
portive and structured environments that facilitate positive 
change, assisting MCoSO in obtaining meaningful employ-
ment and vocational training, ensuring access to stable and 
suitable housing, rebuilding positive relationships with 

family and friends, raising public awareness and educating 
the community about sex offenses, rehabilitation, and reinte-
gration, and continual evaluation and improvement of legal 
and policy frameworks. By implementing these strategies, 
society can support MCoSO in their efforts to reintegrate 
into the community, further reduce the risk of reoffending, 
and promote a safer and more inclusive society. This requires 
a balance between public safety concerns and the recognition 
of individuals’ potential for rehabilitation and successful 
community reintegration.
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