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Authors’ Note: This article reviews the 
association between alcohol and sexual 
offending and discusses the available evi-
dence using the framework of the Integrat-
ed Risk Assessment and Treatment System 
(IRATS) Model, which was developed by 
Jeffrey Abracen and Jan Looman. Applying 
the IRATS Model, the evidence suggests that 
alcohol use and abuse interacts with other 
known risk factors associated with commit-
ting sexual offenses. These risk factors include 
negative emotionality (e.g., anger manage-
ment) and attachment-related difficulties.

The notion that substance abuse is related 
to violent behavior is hardly new. Based 
on decades of research, it is fair to say that 
issues associated with substance abuse are 
well-established as relevant to the under-
standing of violent offending generally and 
sexual offending specifically. As early as 
1998, Andrews and Bonta included issues 
associated with substance abuse as one of 
the “central eight” risk factors in their now 
ubiquitous Risk Need Responsivity (RNR) 
Model. These authors posited that substance 
abuse was related to an increased risk of 
recidivism among offender populations. 
Given the influential nature of the RNR 
Model, it is hardly surprising that issues 
associated with substance abuse have been 
incorporated into various well-regarded risk 

assessment instruments (e.g., the Hare Psy-
chopathy Checklist-Revised; Hare, 2003).

The purpose of this article is not to argue 
that substance abuse issues are relevant 
to understanding sexual offending, but to 
examine whether particular patterns of 
substance abuse are associated with dif-
ferent patterns of violent offending. If this 
were to be the case, then such data might 
offer suggestions as to how to best approach 
issues associated with substance abuse with 
different groups of violent offenders. This 
article argues that the available evidence 
suggests that individuals who commit 
sexual offenses demonstrate more difficul-
ties with alcohol abuse than with drug abuse 
compared to groups who commit violent 
nonsexual offenses.

After discussing the relevant research, 
this article discusses how these findings 
may be applied in clinical practice.

Preliminary Cautions Related to Prior 
Research

Before discussing the research associated 
with differential patterns of substance abuse 
among individuals who commit violent 
nonsexual offenses—referred to in this 
article simply as “violent offenders”—and 

See UNDERSTANDING, next page

Protocol for 
Assessing the 
Reliability 
of Child Sex 
Abuse 
Allegations
by Marvin W. Acklin, Ph.D., 
ABPP, ABAP

Editor’s Note: This article pro-
vides conceptual tools, a vocabulary, 
and a framework for assessing the 
reliability of child sexual abuse alle-
gations utilizing an evidence-based 
review of the literature. It is consis-
tent with best practice guidelines in 
forensic psychology (APA, 2013). The 
article is written by a board-certified 
forensic psychologist with several 
decades of experience in criminal 
and family court from the perspec-
tive of a defense expert, although the 
concepts, factors, and procedures are 
common to both defense and prosecu-
tion of cases.

In addition to criminal prosecu-
tions, child sex abuse allegations 
commonly arise in child protection 
matters, divorce/custody disputes, 
and other civil litigation. These alle-
gations are high stakes situations for 
both children and the accused.

An effective forensic analysis 
requires a collaboration between the 
forensic specialist and an attorney 
who is comfortable in this line of 
work and knowledgeable about rules 
of discovery and communications 
with the court. In many respects, 
the attorney must have special sub-
ject matter expertise to effectively 
prosecute or defend a sex abuse 

See PROTOCOL, page 76
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individuals who commit sexual offenses, 
several introductory comments are neces-
sary. First, one of the problems that limit 
our ability to address issues associated with 
substance abuse with offender populations 
is that the majority of offenders who abuse 
drugs other than alcohol have typically used 
any number of recreational drugs and may 
have abused a variety of prescription drugs. 
This problem makes it exceedingly difficult 

to identify particular patterns of substance 
abuse associated with individual prescrip-
tion or recreational drugs. As a result, many 
teams (including our group) have included 
measures that investigate long-term patterns 
of “drug abuse” and one or more measures 
of alcohol abuse.

A second problem is that there is only a 
small number of studies that examine pat-
terns of substance abuse among individuals 
convicted of sexual offenses. There are 
even fewer that rely on data using well-
validated substance abuse instruments 
and employ measures of recidivism as the 

primary outcome measure of interest (see, 
e.g., Abracen & Looman, 2016; Abracen 
et al., 2017; Abracen et al., 2008). For 
example, one of the most recent reviews on 
alcohol and aggression in adolescents and 
young adults was published by Abbey et al. 
(2014). These authors could identify only 
25 cross-sectional studies and six prospec-
tive studies related to research in this area 
between 1993 and 2013.

A comprehensive review of the literature 
was published by Kraanen and Emmelkamp 

(2011). Continuing from that point forward, 
our 2017 review scoured various data-
bases, including PsycInfo, to present a 
comprehensive discussion of the research 
available until that publication (Abracen et 
al., 2017). In this article, we will review, at 
least briefly, some of our earlier controlled 
research related to substance abuse patterns 
in sexual and violent offenders.

Substance Abuse, Recidivism, and 
Causality

It should be noted that there are conflict-
ing opinions regarding whether or not the 

association between particular forms of 
substance abuse and recidivism is causal. At 
present, there are likely too few controlled 
investigations available to arrive at any 
definitive conclusion on the matter. In our 
view, this question is not simply of theoreti-
cal importance but has practical implications. 
If, for example, alcohol abuse is determined 
to be causally related to sexual violence, this 
would have important implications for treat-
ment. That is, such data would suggest the 
need to incorporate issues associated with 
alcohol abuse into comprehensive programs 
aimed at meeting the needs of sexual offend-
ers. We are aware of several jurisdictions that 
offer separate programs directed at sexual 
offenders and groups with substance abuse 
issues. From our perspective, there is already 
sufficient evidence available to conclude, 
albeit tentatively, that issues associated with 
substance abuse should be incorporated into 
standard sexual offense treatment programs. 
We include some suggestions as to how this 
might be accomplished below. However, 
we will first begin by discussing research 
supporting this perspective.

Alcohol Use, Negative Emotionality, 
and Sex Offending

Our research program related to patterns 
of substance abuse in offender populations 
began with some important early work in the 
substance abuse field. In a groundbreaking 

UNDERSTANDING, from page 65

On the Drug Abuse Screening Test, individuals who 
commit violent nonsexual offenses scored significantly 
higher than individuals who commit sexual offenses.
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School was later fired, but went on to work 
at other schools. In a letter to the law firm’s 
investigation team, he stated with apparent 
sincerity that he deeply regretted his behav-
ior and had never engaged in any similar 
conduct since.

 In another report by a former student, 
an English teacher sexually assaulted a 
sophomore just prior to her departure with 
classmates on a camping trip at the start of 
the school year, during which time she stated 
she had experienced heavy vaginal bleeding 
from the assault. Upon her return, he con-
tinued to sexually assault her, and this abuse 
continued into her junior year. She described 
the teacher’s violent behavior, describing 
how he had once thrown her across a room 
so hard that she was knocked unconscious. 
She tried to get help from the administra-
tion. The assistant headmaster asked her to 
describe the lurid “specific details” of the 
sexual acts. She told law firm investigators 
that he had asked her if she “enjoyed” it. 
Referring to the way the school was indif-
ferent to student complaints, she added, “For 
me, there was no escape” (Cramer, 2021).

In another case, a former student told 
investigators that she and her roommate 
had been sexually assaulted by two male 
students at night in their room at the board-
ing school in the 1990s. When the female 
students reported this to the administrators, 
they were shamed for not fending off their 
attackers and their reports were not taken 
seriously. The head of the school at the time, 
Michael Mulligan, who took no action to 
protect the students or look into the matter, 
refuted the reports of the female students. 
He told the law firm investigators that they 
had not reported the incident as a rape nor 
did they “[characterize] the sexual encoun-
ter with the boys as nonconsensual in any 
way” (Cramer, 2021). As publicity about 
the school’s culture of indifference to such 
sexual criminal activity grew, Mulligan sent 
a carefully worded letter to the school stat-
ing that he was “heartsick” over the “experi-
ences” that former students had described, 
and felt particular “regret” about “situations 
where certain decisions I made contributed 
to this suffering” (Cramer, 2021). In a line 
that drips with lawyerly bait-and-switch, 
Mulligan stated that he “fully [accepted] 
that criticism”—that is, it seems, he accepts 

the validity of the critique of his decisions, 
but he does not accept responsibility for 
his inaction or the broader consequences 
of his failure of leadership, which might 
trigger liability.

Statues of Limitation Prevent Lawsuits 
Against Institutions or Individuals

Officials underscored the need to reform 
statutes of limitations to accommodate 
instances when the institution that receives 
a report does not act against the accused 
individual in a timely way (or at all), which 
forecloses any opportunity for the victim 
to get justice (see, e.g., SLR, 2019; Myers, 
2023). The DA reported that, in at least 50 
cases, the school administrators had failed 
to notify law enforcement of the reports 
of sexual abuse, and that failure led to the 
tolling of the statute of limitation. In other 
cases, staff had not been made aware of the 
abuse by the victim or the allegations did 
not amount to a crime. Neither the DA nor 
the Sheriff explained what happened with 
the few cases that had been reported to law 
enforcement at the time of the events.

See NO PROSECUTIONS, page 80

study, McGue et al. (1999) demonstrated 
that alcohol abuse was primarily related to 
negative emotionality and not disinhibited 
behavior, as assumed by many writers at 
the time. However, the authors noted that 
this pattern only becomes apparent when the 
effects of alcohol and drug use are statistical-
ly controlled. At the time, we believed that 
this was an important finding in that negative 
emotionality was (and still is) viewed as an 
essential risk factor for sexual offending.

Attachment Theory and Intimacy 
Deficits. The issue of negative emotionality 
was also closely aligned with attachment 
theory. Bill Marshall, one of the originators 
of contemporary approaches to sex offender 
treatment, has persuasively argued that 
attachment theory and intimacy deficits, 
more specifically, were vital targets for 
intervention with sexual offenders (see 
Marshall et al., 2006, for a detailed discus-
sion of this work). His approach to treat-
ment emphasized the need to address issues 
associated with intimacy deficits using a 
strength-based approach. Central to these 
goals was an emphasis on addressing issues 
associated with negative emotionality. This 
approach has now been supported by sev-
eral long-term outcome studies conducted 

by our group and Marshall’s group (see 
Abracen & Looman, 2016, for a compre-
hensive review; Marshall et al., 2006).

Comparing Violent Offender vs. 
Sexual Offender Prison Populations. 
Although McGue et al.’s (1999) findings 
were important, the study did not address 
criminal populations. In a series of five 
studies completed by our group on the 
Regional Treatment Centre High Intensity 
Sex Offender Treatment Program, the data 
collected strongly suggest that alcohol 
abuse, more so than drug abuse, is related 
to committing sexual offenses (Abracen et 
al., 2000, 2006, 2008; Looman & Abracen, 
2011; Looman et al., 2004). In three of these 
investigations (Abracen et al., 2000, 2006; 
Looman et al., 2004), we compared separate 
groups of high-risk, high-need individuals 
serving time for sexual offenses with groups 
of individuals who had committed violent 
nonsexual offenses attending treatment for 
longstanding patterns of violent offending. 
Our reasoning at the time was simply that if 
different patterns of substance abuse existed 
between these two groups, data on very 
high-risk populations would accentuate 
such divergent patterns.

It is beyond the scope of this article to 
discuss each of these studies in turn, but a 
brief discussion of the first of our studies 

is illustrative of the pattern of results we 
have reported. As noted above, Abracen et 
al. (2000) compared a group of individuals 
convicted of sexual offenses to a group of 
individuals convicted of violent offenses. 
As was the case in each of our comparison 
group studies, an experienced clinician went 
through each file of every individual con-
victed “only” of violent nonsexual offenses 
to ensure no history of sexual offending. This 
review was also performed to assess whether 
any purported sexual offense was actually 
pleaded down as a violent offense, which 
frequently occurs in the criminal justice field 
as part of the plea-bargaining process.

Sex Offenders Scored Higher on 
MAST, Lower on DAST. When we com-
pared the sexual and violent offender groups 
on the Michigan Alcohol Screening Test 
(MAST; Selzer, 1971), we observed very 
high scores for rapists and child molesters. 
These scores were clinically significant and 
indicate lifetime histories of alcohol abuse. 
Individuals convicted of sexual offenses 
scored as having significantly higher scores 
on the MAST overall. We found the opposite 
pattern of data regarding the Drug Abuse 
Screening Test (DAST; Skinner, 1982). 
Regarding the DAST, we observed that the 
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individuals convicted of violent offenses 
had significantly higher scores than those 
convicted of sexual offenses. Most rapists 
and child molesters fell into the “mild” 
group on the DAST. Other data reported by 
our team (Looman & Abracen, 2011) dem-
onstrated that the MAST (but not the DAST) 
added to the prediction of serious (i.e., vio-
lent or sexual) offending after controlling for 
scores on the Sex Offender Version of the 
Violence Risk Appraisal Guide (SORAG), 
an actuarial instrument designed to predict 
the risk of sexual or violent recidivism.

Sex Offending Related to Alcohol 
Abuse and Negative Emotionality. Many 
of the studies that were produced prior to 
our 2017 review paper reinforced the find-
ing that individuals convicted of sexual 
offenses appear to have more difficulties 
with alcohol abuse than with drug abuse and 
that these difficulties are related, at least in 
part, to negative emotionality.

Although there remain few well-
controlled studies on patterns of substance 
abuse in offender populations, several rel-
evant studies have been produced since the 
writing of our 2017 review paper.

Alcohol Abuse Related to Sexual Risk 
Behaviors. Since writing our 2017 paper, 
several review articles have been published 
related to alcohol and sexual health behav-
ior. George (2019) reviewed the effects of 
alcohol on a wide range of sexual health 
behaviors. He noted that alcohol appears to 
be causally related to several of the outcomes 
reviewed. In particular, George (2019) con-
cluded that alcohol appears causally related 
to various sexual risk behaviors, including 
inconsistent condom use and risky sexual 
partnering (e.g., non-steady partners). As is 
frequently discussed in treatment programs 
for individuals convicted of sexual offenses, 
having casual sexual encounters with strang-
ers, especially when one or both partners are 
inebriated, can easily lead to situations in 
which consent cannot be assured.

Alcohol Consumption Increases 
Aggressive Behavior. Crane et al. (2016) 
reviewed the experimental research on the 
proximal effects of alcohol on male-to-
female aggression. The review yielded 22 
experimental studies conducted between 
1981 and 2014. Results indicated a sig-
nificant overall effect indicating that male 
participants who consumed alcohol were 
more likely to engage in aggressive behav-
ior toward women than participants who did 
not consume alcohol while completing a 
laboratory aggression paradigm. The review 

noted these findings applied to intimate 
partner and sexual aggression paradigms.

Several aspects of this review are note-
worthy. First, examining only experimental 
studies, the authors note that more substan-
tial claims can be made regarding whether 
alcohol is causally related to sexual aggres-
sion and intimate partner violence. Given 
that subjects were randomly assigned to an 
“alcohol” or “no-alcohol” condition, pre-
existing differences between subjects were 
controlled. Notably, the authors suggest 
that alcohol is a significant risk factor in 
sexual offending, but that it is insufficient 
to explain sexual violence in and of itself. 
We agree with this statement and, in fact, 
a treatment model that we have recently 
developed, the Integrated Risk Assessment 
and Treatment System (IRATS) Model, 
includes issues associated with both sub-

stance abuse and factors related to negative 
emotionality and other criminogenic needs 
(e.g., criminal thinking and associates, 
criminal personality). An earlier version of 
the Model was described in Abracen and 
Looman (2016), and the IRATS is discussed 
in detail in Abracen et al. (2017).

Alcohol Promotes “Rape-Supportive” 
Attitudes. Lastly, the authors discuss recent 
literature that suggests that alcohol may 
be related to sexual violence only among 
males already predisposed towards violence 
(e.g., Abbey, 2011). This last point is also 
in keeping with multifactorial models such 
as the IRATS. A recent experimental study 
conducted by Benbouriche et al. (2019) 
suggested that the effects of rape-supportive 
attitudes on sexual misperception are mod-
erated by alcohol consumption. Alcohol 
appears to be a critical situational factor for 
activating men’s implicit theories.

Alcohol Consumption and Sexual 
Assault on College Campuses

There is an established literature examin-
ing the effects of alcohol consumption on 
sexual assault on college campuses. Although 
there is currently enough literature to warrant 
a review of this topic specifically, it is beyond 
the scope of the present review to discuss 

such research in detail. Nonetheless, we will 
briefly discuss a few relevant findings.

In keeping with our view that alcohol—
more so than drugs—is a risk factor for 
sexual violence, Lawyer et al. (2010), in a 
study of college women, found that 96.1% 
of those who experienced an incapacitated 
sexual assault reported drinking alcohol, as 
opposed to drug use, prior to the victimiza-
tion. Alcohol use among college women 
may also be associated with a focus on 
salient cues (e.g., flirtation or flattery) and 
ignoring distal cues (e.g., possible sexual 
assault) (Parks et al., 2016).

The drinking location among college 
women may also represent a risk factor. 
Specifically, the drinking location may 
influence how much a person drinks, which 
may be associated with negative conse-
quences (e.g., Miller et al., 2016).

Criminal Behavioral Patterns Among 
Justice-Involved Veterans

In a systematic review of existing lit-
erature on criminogenic risk within jus-
tice-involved veterans, a high-priority 
subgroup of the judicial system, Edwards 
et al. (2023) outline the most common risk 
factors through the lens of the RNR Model. 
Edwards et al. (2023) defined justice-
involved veterans as individuals with prior 
military service in the U.S. armed forces 
and a history of being involved with the 
criminal justice system.

Recent research indicates that justice-
involved veterans exhibit distinct character-
istics compared to justice-involved civilians 
(Edwards et al., 2023). For instance, justice-
involved veterans tend to be older, male, 
White, married, or divorced, and have higher 
rates of cardiac, arthritic, depressive, post-
traumatic stress, and anxiety conditions 
(Edwards et al., 2023). Although often dis-
regarded, previous research suggests that 
such veterans may also demonstrate unique 
patterns of criminal behavior (Edwards et al., 
2023). This research focused primarily on 
mental health, demographics, trauma, and 
characteristics of military service history 

Among college women, 96.1% of those who 
experienced a sexual assault while incapacitated 
reported alcohol consumption, as contrasted with 

drug use, prior to the victimization.
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when assessing the criminal behavior and 
risk factors of justice-involved veterans 
(Edwards et al., 2023). Because the RNR 
Model (Andrews & Bonta, 1998) is the most 
widely validated model of risk for criminal 
behavior, research should be focused on this 
model when investigating the unique pat-
terns of criminal behavior in justice-involved 
veterans—precisely the subject of research 
by Edwards et al. (2023).

Out of the “central eight” risk factors of 
the RNR Model, the Edwards et al. (2023) 
review found that a history of antisocial 
behavior and substance use had the strongest 
evidence as criminogenic risk factors for 
justice-involved veterans. This finding aligns 
with previously mentioned research examin-
ing substance use and negative emotionality, 
and their impact on sexual offending.

Furthermore, Edwards et al. (2023) 
found modest evidence for antisocial per-
sonality, occupational and educational 
difficulties, and family and marital disrup-
tions as risk factors for criminal behavior in 
justice-involved veterans. Due to the lack 
of research, limited evidence was found for 
antisocial thinking, lack of prosocial activi-
ties, and affiliation with antisocial peers as 
risk factors (Edwards et al., 2023). Thus, 
the impact of these risk factors needs to be 
addressed further in research.

By gaining insight into the unique pat-
terns of criminal behavior, interventions and 
treatments for veterans can be designed to 
meet their needs. The RNR Model argues 
that targeting specific criminogenic risk 
factors through tailored treatment pro-
grams can reduce the risk for future crimi-
nal behavior (Andrews & Bonta, 1998; 
Edwards et al., 2023).

Treatment Should Include Substance 
and Alcohol Abuse Components

While therapeutic interventions will vary 
for any of the populations discussed above, 
it may be beneficial to focus on the nega-
tive emotionality of the offending patient 
and the associated abuse of alcohol. Sexual 
assault patterns among college students, 
for example, demonstrate a need to focus 
on psychoeducation, alcohol cessation pro-
grams, and therapy emphasizing the under-
lying negative emotionality of alcohol use. 
Due to the relationship between alcohol and 
negative emotionality among perpetrators, 
interventions such as Dialectical Behavior 
Therapy, which focuses on negative emo-
tionality and regulation, may be beneficial 

in addressing the underlying issues that are 
associated with the consumption of alcohol.

In addition to negative emotionality, 
there are significant cognitive distortions 
that are unique to alcohol consumption. 
These may relate to issues of sexual entitle-
ment, masculine/feminine identity, and ego, 
which can contribute to “rape-supportive” 
attitudes. Abbey et al. (2014) state:

Alcohol impairs a large number of 
higher-order functions associated with 
people’s capacity to integrate multiple 
sources of information when making a 
decision including working memory, 
planning, and response inhibition.

The negative emotionality that can drive 
and exacerbate problematic drinking is 
another contributing risk factor to the physi-
cal effects of alcohol. The physical effects 
of alcohol result in impaired long-term plan-
ning and a lack of awareness of others’ needs 
or wants, which has been found to lead to 
increased levels of sexual assault (Abbey 
et al., 2014). Thus, effective interventions 
must not rely on a single target or measure, 
and practitioners must seek to understand 
the implications of these multifaceted risk 
factors for any individual patient.
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3. Disclosure and Transparency;

4. Mediation and Compensation; and

5. Religious Orders.

Survivor Care and Communications. 
To care for survivors, dioceses must separate 
support offices from investigations. They 
must allow reporting any way it can hap-
pen, and make it available on the website. 
Anonymity should be allowed for survivors 
if they want to use that (as some but not all 
did in this report). Obviously, no retaliation 
against survivors is permitted. The existence 
and number of prior complaints should be 
disclosed and not hidden, whether they 
are substantiated or unsubstantiated. Also 
be prepared to deal with those who have 
been negatively affected by abuse. Bishops 
should meet with survivors privately. They 
should make sure the counselors are edu-
cated and qualified for this kind of work.

Investigations and Determinations. 
“Child sex abuse” should have uniform 
terms and standards in all the dioceses and 
not a different standard in one from the 
other. This report suggests “substantiated” 
and “unsubstantiated” as good terms to use. 

in child sex abuse” (Clergy Report, 2023, 
p. 654). Improve the intake procedures 
and keep track of everything. Even hire an 
independent private investigator to see how 
everything is treated. A lot of the dioceses’ 
files did not have very much in them. And 
avoid bias in your investigations. Having 
the investigator would make the investiga-
tions consistent with one another.

Disclosure and Transparency. Disclo-
sure and transparency are huge, and maybe 
one of the biggest accomplishments. Get the 
names out there. All of them. This helps and 
heals the survivors. It might make sense to 
think you should leave the dead ones alone. 
But they did not leave the survivors alone, and 
survivors get the first call. Listing the names 
is a “game changer” for survivors, maybe part 
of what turns them from victims to survivors 
(Clergy Report, 2023, p. 660). Keep updating 
and investigating. Again, there were many 
names missing from the dioceses’ websites. 
Make the listings very specific. And include 
everybody on the lists, as this report does.

Mediation and Compensation. Media-
tion and compensation work because SOLs 
prevent justice in many cases so survivors 

defense” for the dioceses (Clergy Report, 
2023, p. 674). In Illinois, there is no SOL 
for crimes on or after January 1, 2020; 
before that date, a 20-year SOL applies. 
No time limit on filing civil claims for 
child sex abuse on or after January 1, 2014. 
And there is no longer a time limit to file 
civil claims for abuse that occurred before 
that date, provided the pre-existing time 
limit had not already expired by January 1, 
2014. The report mentions California’s and 
New York’s brief open windows, which 
overcame those states’ SOLs. However, 
to get that in Illinois you would have to 
amend the state constitution. That leaves 
negotiation or mediation. Dioceses should 
develop a viable independent mediation and 
compensation program. Yes, compensate 
the survivors for what they suffered.

Religious Orders. Do not avoid those 
religious orders or externs, or the deceased, 
resigned, or laicized. Report and include, 
including what the orders find about them. 
Dioceses should stop resisting putting the 
abusers’ names on the list.

This is what frees survivors. And survivors 
should come first, as they do in this report. 
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