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The aim of this investigation was to undertake an exploratory
analysis of clerics who sexually offend and the circumstances
related to these offenses. Thirty-three adult male religious leaders
who had been charged with a sexual offense against a child or
adolescent were included in the study. This study examined
descriptive information about offenders, their victims, as well as
characteristics of the crimes. Notable trends included the follow-
ing: religious leaders tended to offend against boys living with both
parents, the offense often took place at the clergy’s residence, and
the offense involved fondling the victim. The study also compared
offenders with single versus multiple victims on crime variables
and differences were noted with respect to victim access.
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There has been considerable media attention given to religious leaders who
have sexually molested members of their congregation (Fones, Levine,
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Althof, & Risen, 1999; Haywood, Kravitz, Grossman, Wasyliw, & Hardy,
1996). Although the true prevalence of sexual misconduct of religious
leaders is unknown, it is estimated that nearly 400 million dollars in legal
fees was spent during the early 1990s by the Catholic Church for victim
settlements, medical costs, and legal expenses in the United States (Berry,
1992). In his review, Doyle (2003) cites over 1,800 civil suits and 200 crimi-
nal trials involving sexual abuse by Catholic clergy over the past 15 years.

Amid public concern over violations of professional and religious
boundaries (Fones et al., 1999), church authorities have increasingly turned
to mental health professionals to help manage sexual misconduct among its
religious leaders (Fones et al., 1999; Haywood et al., 1996). Unfortunately,
there has been a paucity of research examining sexual misconduct among
this group. Existing empirical evidence, however, suggests that clerics tend
to be qualitatively different from the general sex-offender population. They
tend to be older, better educated, and single (Haywood et al., 1996;
Langevin, Curnoe, & Bain, 2000), and they are less likely than general sex
offenders to be diagnosed with antisocial personality disorder (Fones et al.,
1999; Langevin et al., 2000). Research on psychological characteristics
suggests that sexually offending Roman Catholic clergy tend to be angry,
resentful, entitled, and lack concern for others based on MMPI-2 (Minnesota
Multiphasic Personality Inventory 2) profiles (Plante & Aldridge, 2005). Fur-
thermore, research suggests that sexual misconduct perpetrated by clerics
tends to be associated with sexual deviance (mostly homosexual
pedophilia) as determined by phallometric testing (Langevin et al., 2000). A
particularly curious finding in the limited literature is that clerics, in compar-
ison to a noncleric sample of offenders, are significantly more likely to use
physical force in the commission of the sexual act (Langevin et al., 2000)
and are more likely to victimize adolescents or adults (Fones et al., 1999;
Haywood et al., 1996).

In the present investigation, information from Royal Canadian Mounted
Police (RCMP) crime reports was used to compile descriptive information
regarding the offender (e.g., marital status, age), offense (e.g., location of
offense, sexual acts in offense, extent of victim physical injury), and victim
characteristics (e.g., age, gender, residence). This data is unique because it
contains a wealth of information concerning attributes of offenders and their
offenses across Canada. Furthermore, the majority of empirical studies have
tended to focus on psychopathology and sexual deviance of sexually
offending clerics in treatment (e.g., Bottoms, Shaver, Goodman, & Qin,
1995; Fones et al., 1999; Haywood et al., 1996), whereas the present study
focused on the characteristics of the crime rather than the offender and
includes all offenders rather than only those participating in treatment.

There has been little research examining the crimes of clerics who
sexually offend, and as such, this study is intended to be exploratory. Two
sets of analyses will be performed. The first part of the study will explore
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descriptive characteristics of the offender, victim, and sexual crime itself.
The second section will compare those religious leaders who have offended
against single versus multiple victims. The results from the present
investigation may provide some insight to police about the “modus oper-
endi” of clerics who sexually offend and also inform community members
and professionals of high risk factors in this group of offenders.

METHOD

Procedure for Data Collection

Information for the study was obtained from RCMP crime reports of clergy
who had been charged with a sexual offense. These reports were obtained
following a request submitted to the RCMP to view all sex offense crime
reports of charges and/or convictions involving perpetrators whose occupa-
tion was identified as a religious leader.

When a sexual or violent crime occurs, investigating officers from munic-
ipal and provincial police forces complete a booklet of standardized ques-
tions, with one booklet completed for each incident involving the offender. If
an offender has more than one victim, a separate booklet is completed for
each victim. Each question in the booklet provides a series of response
options. For example, the question of marital status includes the following
response options: single, married/common law, separated, divorced,
widowed, homosexual relationship, and other. The completed booklet is then
forwarded to 1 of 10 provincial RCMP centres, where a trained investigator
enters the data into a specialized database for serious and violent crime. Pro-
vincial databases are linked to a centralized RCMP file, which is regularly
updated with new crime reports. Each crime report contains over 200 vari-
ables regarding offender and victim characteristics as well as crime scene
information. As such, they provide a valuable source of information.

Descriptive information of the offense, offender, and their victim(s) were
collected from these reports. Reports were based on information gathered
during the course of the investigation, such as interviews with offenders,
reports from victims and collateral sources, and physical evidence. Informa-
tion relevant to the study included personal characteristics of the offender
(e.g. age, marital status, relationship to victim, method of contact with victim),
demographic characteristics of the victim (e.g. age, gender, living condition),
and crime scene information (e.g. extent of injury, sexual acts, location of
offense). Variables were selected based on their relevance to the intended
goal of the study; that is, to examine characteristics of crimes committed by
clerics. No other information as to specific religious group was available.

Each variable (e.g., victim residence) contained many items (e.g., living
with parents, living in group home/residential school). With the exception
of the apparent age of the offender and victim, variables were coded into
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dichotomous items indicating the presence or absence of the characteristic,
creating numerous categories for each variable.

Participants

The inclusion criteria required that the perpetrator be adult, male, and that
his relationship to the victim be identified as clergy. This resulted in a sam-
ple of 35 clerics who had come to the attention of the RCMP for a sexual
offense against a child or adolescent between 1995 and 2002. One case was
deleted because the offender’s apparent age was an adolescent. One case
was deleted because the offender was a woman. The final sample included 33
participants. The RCMP defines clergy as religious leaders of all ranks, denom-
inations, and all religions. The data is organized according to identification
number, and there is no identifying information attached to these codes.

For the purpose of the RCMP crime database, the identity of an
offender does not need to be established by charge or conviction. If, as a
result of the investigation, the investigator(s) is satisfied that the identity of
the offender is known, then the person can and should be listed as the
offender. Suspects are not entered into the database as offenders.

Data Analysis

Data were analyzed using SPSS/Windows version 12.0. Descriptive statistics
were used to analyze the data. Prior to analysis study variables were
inspected for accuracy of data entry and missing data. Variables with more
than 10% missing data were excluded from analyses. Cases with missing
data were not included in analyses. Frequency analyses reflected total
counts (i.e., total n minus the number of missing cases). The information in
the “Results” section has been organized into two sections. The first section
reviews descriptive results and the second section compares offenders with
single and multiple victims on the same variables.

RESULTS

Of the 33 clerics, 39% had multiple victims, resulting in a total of 101
offender/victim pairs. The number of victims ranged from 1 to 20. Multiple
victims were defined as two or more victims. Because one offender may
have multiple victims, thus entering into a frequency analysis multiple
times, the results are biased toward those offenders with multiple victims.
Typically a nesting procedure would be used to address the confounding of
variance; however, given the nature of the data (one sample, dichotomous)
and analysis (descriptive statistics), this procedure was not appropriate.
Therefore, the most typical case for each offender was selected to enter into



446 P. Firestone et al.

the analyses. Typicality was determined based on the following factors:
completeness of data, victim age and gender, sexual acts perpetrated, and
location of offense. When equally typical cases were found, greater severity
of the sex acts was the discriminating factor.

Descriptive Analyses

The analysis includes demographic information about the offender and
victim and presents a summary of the characteristics of the sexual crimes
committed by religious leaders. An intriguing aspect of the information
collected by the officers was that they noted the apparent age of the
offender and the victim(s) as opposed to their chronological age. As part of
a demographic profile, this knowledge may serve as an investigative tool
and potentially aid the investigating officer in targeting particular suspects,
because the apparent age provides a more accurate description of how the
offender looks and presents. The mean apparent age of the sample was
44.03 years (SD = 10.25) and the modal age was 33 years old, with ages
ranging from 28 to 65 years old. It was possible to ascertain the marital
status of 29 cases under investigation. Of this group 24 had never been
married, 4 were married or living in a common law relationship, and 1 was
divorced. Of the sample of 31 whose sexual orientation was coded, 20 were
homosexual, 6 were bisexual, and 5 were heterosexual.

In all cases except three, the relationship between the offender and
victim was described as one where the offender assumed a position of
authority as a clergy. In the three cases where this relationship was defined
differently, all offenders were teachers at residential schools. Therefore, we
decided to include these cases because these individuals were also mem-
bers of the clergy and were occupied as clergy at the time of the offense.

Table 1 provides data about the offender’s method of establishing
contact with the victim. It is evident that the vast majority of offenders used
their position as clergy and the authority vested in these positions to initiate

TABLE 1 Manner of Victim Contact

Contact type %

Used authority 90.9
Befriended the victim 45.5
Offered job, money, gift 24.2
Overpowered (physical) 7.0
Asked for assistance 6.1
Offered transportation 3.0

Note: Percentages do not sum to 100. More than
one option may be applied to each offender.
N = 33.
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contact with the victims. The predominant gender of victims was male
(67%). Victims had a mean apparent age of 11.67 years (SD = 2.68), and the
modal age was 13 years old, with a range of 4 to 16 years. Victims were
most likely to be residing with both parents (40%) at the time of the offense.
Approximately one-quarter of the victims were attending residential
schools/group homes (23%), one-fifth lived with single parents (20%), and
13% were living in a correctional facility.

The largest proportion of offenses took place in the clergy’s residence.
However, a significant number of offenses also occurred at the victim’s
residence or at a religious facility (see Table 2). According to Table 3,

TABLE 2 Location of Offense

Location %

Clergy residence 63.6
Religious facility 42.4
Victim residence 42
Offender workplace 36.4
School 24.2
Dormitory 9.1
Jail/group home 9.1
Offender motor vehicle 6.1
Single family dwelling 6.1

Note: Percentages do not sum to 100. More than one
option may be applied to each offender.
N = 33.

TABLE 3 Sexual Acts Attempted and/or Committed
by Offender

Sexual acts %

Fondling 81.8
Masturbation 51.5
Fellatio 36.4
Anal intercourse 33.3
Kissing 30.3
Vaginal intercourse 18.2
Rub penis against victim 15.2
Simulated intercourse 12.1
Digital penetration 12.1
Cunnilingus 6.1
Licking 3.0
Tickling 3.0
Ejaculation on victim 3.0

Note: Percentages do not sum to 100. More than one option
may be applied to each offender.
N = 33.
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performing fondling, masturbation, and fellatio appear to be the most
frequent sexual acts perpetrated by the offenders against the victims. Most
victims did not sustain any physical injuries (88%), while the remaining pro-
portion experienced minor injuries (required no medical treatment). Last, the
victim-offender contact ended with the victim being released in 87% of the
cases. In 10% of the cases the offense was interrupted or the victim was res-
cued (a third party intervened), and, finally, in 3% of cases the victim escaped.

Comparison Analyses

The following analyses were performed to explore whether differences
existed between repeat offenders and offenders with only one victim. Two
cases were deleted because the discriminating information (offender identi-
fication) was missing. Because cases are organized according to offender-
victim pairs, without the offender identification it could not be determined
whether the crimes had been committed by the same offender. The total
number of cases for the comparison analyses was 31.

T-tests were performed to compare the apparent ages of the offender
and victims, and no significant differences were found between groups.
Likewise, no significant differences were found for victim gender. However,
regardless of the number of victims, clergy generally offended against more
males than females (68% and 32%, respectively). Chi-square analyses were
performed to compare offenders with single versus multiple victims on the
demographic and crime characteristics. In cases when there was an
observed frequency of fewer than five cases per cell, these comparisons
were not performed (e.g., extent of injuries, end of contact). An examina-
tion of marital status (single, married/common-law) revealed no significant
differences between groups. As shown in Table 4, there was a strong associa-
tion between offenders with only one victim and victims living with both par-
ents. There was also a strong association between offenders with multiple

TABLE 4 Comparison of Offenders with Single versus Multiple Victims:
Victim Residence at Time of Offense

Victim residence

Percent of victims

c2 (df = 1) Φ

Single Multiple

(n = 16) (n = 12)

Both parents 62.5 16.7 5.88* −.46
Single parent 18.8 25 .16 .08
Residential school/group home 6.3 41.7 5.11* .43
Correctional facility 12.5 15.4 .05 .04

Note: Percentages do not sum to 100. More than one option may be applied to each
offender.
*p < .05.
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victims and victims living in a residential school or group home. An exami-
nation of the location of the offense (see Table 5) revealed that offenders
with multiple victims were msore likely to offend at their own residence.

There were no significant differences between offenders with single
and multiple victims with respect to strategies to make contact with the vic-
tim (see Table 6). Table 7 summarizes the results for comparisons of the
sexual acts committed by offenders with single versus multiple victims. A
strong association existed for offenders with multiple victims and masturba-
tion of the victim. No other group differences were observed.

TABLE 5 Comparison of Offenders with Single versus Multiple
Victims: Location of Offense

Percent of victims

Single Multiple

Location (n = 18) (n = 13) c2 (df = 1) Φ

Clergy residence 44.4 84.6 5.13* .41
Religious facility 38.9 46.2 .16 .07
Victim residence 33.3 54.5 1.27 .21
Offender workplace 38.9 38.5 .001 −.004
Single-family dwelling 11.1 0 —
Dormitory 5.6 15.4 —
Jail/detention 16.7 0 —
Offender’s vehicle 5.6 7.7 —
School 22.2 30.8 —

Note: Percentages do not sum to 100. More than one option may be applied
to each offender.
*p < .05.

TABLE 6 Comparison of Offenders with Single versus Multiple Victims:
Manner of Victim Contact

Percent of victims

Single Multiple

Initiation of contact (n = 18) (n = 13) c2 (df = 1) Φ

Used authority 83.3 100 2.40 .28
Befriended the victim 38.9 61.5 1.55 .22
Offered job, money, gift 22.2 30.8 .29 .10
Overpowered (physical) 11.8 0 —
Asked for assistance 11.1 0 —

Note: Percentages do not sum to 100. More than one option may be applied to
each offender.
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DISCUSSION

Compilation and analysis of detailed RCMP crime reports yielded descrip-
tions of religious leaders who commit sexual offenses, their potential
victims, and offense characteristics. This is an important step in under-
standing religious leaders and the characteristics of the sexual crimes they
commit. The typical clergy sex offender in this sample appeared to be 33
years old, never married, and homosexual. This profile is consistent with
previous descriptions of sexually offensive religious leaders (Plante &
Aldridge, 2005). Offenders reviewed in the present study leveraged their
position to access and abuse the victims. The typical victim appeared to
be 11 years old, was most likely male, and was living in a two-parent
family at the time of the offense. The finding that males are at increased
risk of victimization in this group supports the claim that religious lead-
ers who sexually offend are different from the general population of
sexual offenders. Females are consistently identified as the typical victim
of noncleric sexual offenders across studies investigating police and vic-
tim reports. The research devoted to the study of Roman Catholic sexual
offenders suggests that this finding may be a product of access to young
men participating in religious activities and the result of a common
trend for Catholic clergy to self-identify their sexual orientation as

TABLE 7 Comparison of Offenders with Single versus Multiple Victims: Sexual
Acts Attempted and/or Committed by Offender

Percent of victims

Single Multiple

Sexual acts (n = 18) (n = 13) c2 (df = 1) Φ

Fondling 77.8 84.6 .23 .08
Masturbation 33.3 84.6 8.02** .51
Fellatio 27.8 46.2 —
Anal intercourse 27.8 38.5 —
Kissing 27.8 23.1 —
Vaginal intercourse 22.2 15.4 —
Rub penis against victim 11.1 23.1 —
Simulated intercourse 5.6 15.4 —
Digital penetration 5.6 15.4 —
Cunnilingus 6.1
Licking 3.0
Tickling 3.0
Ejaculation on victim 3.0

Note: Percentages do not sum to 100. More than one option may be applied to each
offender.
**p < .01.
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homosexual (Haywood et al., 1996; Langevin, et al., 2000; Plante &
Aldridge, 2005).

Interestingly, other studies have concluded that clergy sex offenders
are more likely to offend against adults (Robinson, Taylor, & Watson, 1999).
In the present sample of 33 clergy offenders there were no adult victims.
This finding is consistent with previous research that has also found adoles-
cent males to be the preferred victim type (Abel, 1999; Abel, Becker, Mittleman,
Cunningham-Rathner, & Rouleau, 1988; Bradford, Boulet, & Pawlak, 1992;
Haywood et al., 1996; Loftus & Camargo, 1993), which was the case in the
present study.

In the present investigation it was evident that the clergy’s residence
was a high-risk area for the sexual offenses. Typically, the offenses involved
fondling, grabbing or hugging, masturbation, and fellatio. Most victims
sustained no injuries and were released at the end of the offense. Many of
these characteristics are consistent with previous literature. However, unlike
Langevin and his colleagues (Langevin et al., 2000), the use of physical
force was found to be minimal among this sample of offenders. There could
be a number of reasons for this finding. It may be that victims felt unable to
resist the abuse and therefore offenders simply didn’t need to use force.
Also, the period within which offenses were coded for the present study is
more recent than some previous research. The relationship between
religious leadership and the community has shifted, and some may say it
has weakened over the last few decades, such that religious leaders do not
hold the same unquestionable power they once did. Offenders in the
present study may have relied on more manipulative techniques to gain
victim compliance and elude detection, whereas 20 or 30 years ago victim
reports of violence within the church were often hushed or simply ignored
(see Doyle, 2003).

Comparisons of offenders with single and multiple victims suggest that
the groups are not differentiated by the gender and age of the victim, the
age of the offender, or the marital status of the offender. However, marked
differences were noted between groups with respect to offense location
and victim residence. Those offenders who sexually abused multiple
victims were more likely to offend in their own homes. The victims of mul-
tiple-victim offenders were also more likely to reside in residential facilities
compared to victims of single-victim offenders, who were more likely to be
living with both parents at the time of the offense. These findings may sug-
gest that the differentiating factor is one of victim access and supervision.
Victims living in group homes or residential facilities may not enjoy the
consistent and close supervision provided by parents. In fact, the clergy
member may be the supervisor in such instances. This situation allows for
greater access to victims and little monitoring when it comes to offenders
taking victims to their homes. This issue of trust also extends to single-
victim offenders. However, it may be the case that victims were more likely
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to report to parents, or parents suspected abuse, which resulted in swift
response against the offenders, preventing access to additional victims.
Last, offenders with multiple victims were more likely to masturbate the
victims, which is likely an artifact of the fact that boy victims are at greater
risk for abuse.

There are several limitations to the present study. This study was
limited by a small sample of religious leaders, which impacted the research-
ers’ ability to perform some nonparametric analyses and the generalizability
of the results. Unfortunately, information related to the religious denomina-
tion of the clerics was not available for the present study. This would have
been extremely useful in specifying whether certain denominations are at
greater risk than others and exploring the dynamics of the risk factors.
Similarly, there were limitations surrounding access to specific articles of
data. For the purpose of maintaining confidentiality, some aspects of
offenders, victims, and offense characteristics were restricted in the database
provided so as to protect identification, particularly in sensational cases, and
also, presumably, to avoid tendencies to make generalizations based on
racial or religious membership. Finally, this project is purely exploratory
and descriptive in nature. Because so little research exists on crime charac-
teristics and police report data, particularly for this population, specific
hypotheses were unable to be made at this time. However, this paper may
provide a foundation for those interested in exploring this type of forensic
information with clergy.

The present paper is part of a larger research project aimed at better
understanding sexual offenses committed by individuals in a position of
authority. This project is attempting to provide a description of clergy sex
offenders and later compare them to other sexual offending groups. It is
hoped that the present information may assist in characterizing high risk
individuals and high risk situations for those involved with developing
prevention strategies to avoid the sexual exploitation of children and
vulnerable populations.

Based on a comprehensive review of RCMP reports of sexual offenses
committed by Canadian clergy, some important features of offending in this
group have been identified. In summary, the most notable findings suggest
that these offenders tend to abuse pubescent male victims and engage in
sexual acts of varying intrusiveness. The offenses are often perpetrated in
the offender’s residence, and many victims resided away from home at the
time of the offense, suggesting issues of access and supervision are critical
in the prevention of sexual abuse within this context. Few differences
existed between those offenders who abused single versus multiple victims.
However, victim residence and offense location were identified as variables
to examine when classifying more predatory types of offenders. This
research not only provides a description of offender, victim, and offense
characteristics for clergy sexual offenders but also identifies situations that
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represent a greater risk to potential victims. Supervision is critical in
preventing child sexual abuse. Unfortunately, the actions of individuals in
whom we trust may require no less monitoring and scrutiny when the care
of children is in question.
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