Despite being among the most widely used law enforcement tools in the U.S., registries and
notification laws for people who commit sex offenses offer no clear public safety benefits—only
a false sense of security. This makes it especially troubling that we subject youth to their many
restrictions, which can have crippling consequences that last a lifetime. Though registration is
not an effective way to reduce sex offending among adults and youth alike, it is an especially
inappropriate response to youth, who are highly unlikely to become repeat sex offenders.a

Studies on the effectiveness of sex offender registration and notification have been inconclusive,
finding that while these requirements may reduce offending in some cases, they may actually
increase it in others.1 A study specific to youth who committed sex offenses found that
registering them had no deterrent effect at all, and as with adults, actually may have increased
youths’ risk of new charges.2 Meanwhile, some law enforcement officials complain that
registering a large number of low-risk offenders can clog registries with distracting data, actually
making it harder to target truly dangerous offenders.3
While these issues characterize all sex offender registries, the type of registry prescribed by the
Sex Offender Registration and Notification Act (SORNA) is particularly problematic. A study
a

Many of the most damaging effects of registries for people who commit sex offenses relate to the public disclosure
of their identifying information. As of 2011, the Sex Offender Registration and Notification Act (SORNA) no longer
requires the inclusion of youth on public registries, thus easing some of the harms described here. However, a
number of jurisdictions have chosen to include youth on their public registries nonetheless.
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funded by the National Institute of Justice found that SORNA’s three-tier system was a poor
predictor of future offending, most likely because it categorizes offenders by the nature of their
conviction, not by their risk of reoffending.4 As a result, registrants who pose little to no future
risk to their communities—many of them youth—are rigorously monitored for decades at great
expense to the public with little return on investment.

Expanding sex offender registries to include youth is not just counterproductive—it’s also costly.
Several states have conducted cost-benefit analyses and concluded that implementing and
maintaining registries that met SORNA requirements would cost them thousands or even
millions of dollars (typically much more than the federal funding they stand to lose for failing to
comply).5 Furthermore, the costs a state incurs in complying with SORNA will most likely far
exceed those of providing evidence-based treatment programs for youth who have committed sex
offenses.6

Placing youth on registries is not only ineffective and needlessly expensive, but also profoundly
damaging. Instead of offering youth an opportunity for rehabilitation, sex offender registries
saddle them with penalties that last well into adulthood and compromise their long-term chances
of gaining employment, cultivating positive social networks, and developing into mentally and
emotionally healthy adults. The collateral consequences of registration and notification are
many:

The stigma of being a registered sex offender is always destructive, but it is especially
damaging for adolescents, who are still forming their identities and may internalize the
“sex offender” label for life.7 Stigma may lead friends and family to reject youth who are
registered, leaving them isolated and at risk of mental anguish and self-harm.8 Youth who
were themselves victims of trauma prior to committing a sex offense are especially
vulnerable to these negative consequences. In order to heal and avoid reoffending, these
youth require a trauma-informed response that they often do not receive.9


Registration can seriously limit educational and employment opportunities for youth.
Instability created by residency restrictions may make it difficult to achieve academically,
and in some cases, youth may be prevented from entering schools at all. Meanwhile,
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registration requirements limit the fields in which youth may work, and many employers
are deterred from hiring registered youth due to the stigma of registration.


The requirements imposed upon youth who commit sex offenses are necessarily imposed
upon their families as well:
o Residency requirements may prohibit a youth from living with his or her family,
disrupting family bonds and creating serious challenges for his or her parents.
This is a common problem for youth who commit sex offenses, because their
offenses often happen within the family context, and as a result, they may not be
permitted to live with younger siblings. Residency requirements can make it
difficult for youth to secure housing, increasing their chances of homelessness.
o Registration may cause some youths’ families to experience harassment or
property damage inflicted by other members of their community.10
o In some cases, the stringent registration requirements applied to youth on
registries may discourage parents from seeking treatment for their children out of
fear of the consequences of registration.
o Because youth cannot be expected to shoulder the costs of their own registration,
families must take on the financial burden of registering their child, as well as the
costs associated with complying with other requirements, like moving expenses.

With their identifying information made public, youth who are listed on registries
become vulnerable to harassment, assault, and even sexual predation by pedophiles.11
This increases the odds that these youth will be victimized or, in the case of the 20 to 50
percent who were themselves sexually victimized in childhood, re-victimized.12
Far from preventing future offending, these collateral consequences alienate and stigmatize
youth in a way that exacerbates their existing psychological challenges and may actually increase
the chances that they will engage in antisocial behavior.
Because subjecting youth to registration and notification requirements appears to do little to
prevent sex offending, there is little justification for the extreme burden these requirements place
on youth, their families, and their communities.
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