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Policy Recommendation
NJJN recommends that all youth* and adults who committed sexual offenses as youth be exempt
and/or removed from sex offense registries, public notification laws, and residency restriction
laws.

Model Policy for Removing Youth from Registries
In order to implement NJJN’s policy recommendation, we recommend the following best
practices:
•

Youth currently on sex offense registries should be removed and no longer subject to
public notification requirements or residency restrictions. No additional youth should be
placed on registries or subjected to public notification or residency restrictions.

•

Any statutory change to remove youth from sex offense registries, public notification
requirements, and residency restrictions should be automatically applied retroactively.

•

A process should be put in place for individuals to petition to be removed from a registry
in cases where they have been inappropriately placed on it in contravention of the above
policy and counsel should be appointed to represent these individuals.

•

While advocates are fighting to end the placement of youth on registries, the government
should ensure that youth who are adjudicated or convicted of sex offenses and their
families fully understand the rules and regulations of SORNA for their state. In addition,

Throughout this policy platform, the term “youth” refers to anyone adjudicated delinquent or convicted of an act
which occurred when they were under the age of 18 years old.
*
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research should continue into the impact of registration on youth, families, and
communities, including whether youth of color and LBGTQ youth are disproportionately
being arrested, detained, committed, and required to register for sex offenses.

Recommendations for Positive Prevention and Intervention
Rather than using scarce funds to place and track youth on sex offense registries, states and the
federal government should invest funds in prevention and intervention programs for youth and
families. Below are positive steps that NJJN recommends states and the federal government take
to help prevent sexual abuse and offending.
•

Provide victims of sexual abuse with access to affordable, confidential, and competent
clinical care and other supports.

•

Support and fund outreach efforts to help parents learn about prevention and
identification of sexually inappropriate or dangerous behavior.

•

Fund education, outreach, and training for teachers, social workers, youth workers,
mental health providers, health care professionals, and the faith-based community so that
they can better understand normative adolescent behavior as well as the risks of sexual
offending and recognize the signs of sexual abuse of children.

•

Support further research on youth who commit sex offenses, identifying behaviors that
should not be labeled as sex offenses, and identifying effective interventions. Efforts
should be focused on more effective individual treatment to reduce recidivism, rather
than elaborate, broad-based controls, such as registries and public notification.

Background
Following several high-profile cases in the 1980s and 1990s, Congress passed the Adam Walsh
Act (AWA) in 2006.1 One of the key provisions of the AWA is the Sex Offender Registration
and Notification Act (SORNA).2 SORNA standardized registration and community notification
practices in order to track adults convicted of sex offenses and publicize their whereabouts.
SORNA also required that jurisdictions include certain youth on sex offender registries. 3 As of
2018, 38 states place youth on sex offender registries.4
Naturally, protecting youth and creating safer communities are of utmost concern to all and
require effective public policies. However, research shows that placing youth who have
committed sex offenses on registries and subjecting them to public notification and residency
restrictions does not in fact keep children and communities safe—it has no public safety benefits
and can actually expose the youth and their communities to greater harm.5 For these and
additional reasons, the Federal Advisory Committee on Juvenile Justice6 made the following
recommendation in 2016: “Existing federal law should be amended to explicitly exempt
juveniles (all persons who were below the age of 18 at the time of their offense) from all sex
offender registration, community notification, and residency restriction laws.”7
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Consequences to Youth
The consequences to youth of being placed on registries—sometimes for life—are profound:
youth and their families are often the targets of threats and violence,8 and youth are frequently
ostracized, prevented from attending school, and are subject to such strict residency requirements
that “many [youth] are in effect banished from their neighborhoods.”9 Often denied education,
housing, and jobs, it can become nearly impossible for these young people to ever live normal,
productive lives. A 2018 report found that registered children reported more experiences with
violence, more peer relationship problems, and were nearly twice as likely to have experienced
sexual assault and were five times as likely to have been approached by an adult for sex in the
past year.10 An additional alarming consequence of youth registration is the increase in suicidal
thoughts and behavior. Nearly one-fifth of registered youth interviewed for a 2013 report had
attempted suicide and three had committed suicide.11 A 2018 report found that registered youth
reported more severe suicidal thoughts and were four times more likely to have attempted suicide
in the past 30 days than nonregistered children.12
Youth of Color Overrepresented
Data from a 2017 study of youth arrested, detained, and committed to the justice system for
sexual offenses by the Illinois Juvenile Justice Commission found that youth of color were
“notably” overrepresented at every decision point that they examined.13 The data also showed
that black youth, on average, were held longer in detention for sex offenses than white youth.14
While there is no national study examining this issue, there is cause for concern due to the
disproportionate number of youth of color in the youth justice system nationally.15 National data
on sex offense registration rates for adults and youth combined shows that in every state except
one (Michigan), there is a higher sex offense registration rate for black youth than for white
youth with an overall registration rate for black youth of more than twice that of white youth.16
Discriminatory Treatment of LGBTQ Youth
There is growing concern that LGBTQ youth may be overrepresented on sex offender registries
due to both biases by justice system stakeholders and discriminatory laws.17 Some states still
have laws that target LGBTQ youth by criminalizing same sex sexual activity when the same act
is not considered criminal for heterosexual youth. 18 More research on this issue is needed to
understand why LBGTQ youth are ending up on registries and at what rate in comparison to
cisgender youth.
Impact on Disabled Youth
SORNA does not make any distinctions for youth with disabilities, such as those with autism
spectrum disorder (ASD). Youth with ASD and other disabilities develop sexual curiosity and
hormonal changes, just as all adolescents do, but may face challenges in communication and
socialization that can result in exhibiting socially unacceptable behaviors.19 Punishing these
youth with sex offender registration for mistakes they make while still learning how to safely
express their sexuality can enhance their difficulty in attending school and getting jobs without
providing any public safety benefit. Unfortunately, many judges are wary of treating children
with disabilities differently than other youth or adults, instead adopting a “one size fits all”
approach for fear of “seeming soft on sex offenders.”20
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No Public Safety Benefit
The incidence of sexual reoffending by youth is exceedingly low—it was declining prior to
implementation of juvenile registration and notification policies and has continued to decline,
though at a slower pace, since implementation.21 Researchers reviewing studies from 1943 to
2015 found that 95 percent of youth adjudicated for sexual offenses did not recidivate or commit
any further sexual offenses. For youth adjudicated between 2000 to 2015, this rate decreased
even further—only 2.75 percent sexually recidivated.22
Multiple studies on juvenile registration show no evidence that registering youth adjudicated for
sex offenses reduces the already very low recidivism rate for such youth, or deters future sexual
offenses.23 Rather, registration and notification policies have been noted to “stigmatize and
isolate children with no identifiable public benefits.”24 Due to the isolation, youth may not
develop the social relationships and maturities needed to make a healthy transition into
adulthood, which may actually place youth at higher risk for future offending.25
Harm to Families and Communities
If a young person is forced to register, the stigma not only impacts them but can lead to the
ridicule and harassment of family members and friends as well.26 Instead of reducing sex
offenses, the threat of registration may lead fewer families to seek help, thereby potentially
increasing sexual harm. Since most child sexual abuse is intra-familial, notification laws and
inclusion of youth on registries may lead to an underreporting of sexual abuse and failure to seek
out treatment, as family members seek to protect each other from punishment and registration.27

Conclusion
Placing youth on registries clogs databases, squanders valuable law enforcement time and
resources, and distracts the law enforcement system from attending to more serious public safety
concerns.28 Sex offense registries and public notification needlessly damage the lives of youth
and have no known public safety benefits. For these reasons and those detailed above, NJJN
recommends that all youth and adults who committed sexual offenses as youth be exempt and/or
removed from sex offense registries, public notification laws, and residency restriction laws.
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