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•There are a few stable dissimilarities across demographic and psychological characteristics of 
Child Sexual Exploitation Material (CSEM) offenders, compared with contact child sexual 
offenders and mixed offenders. 

•Demographic characteristics:
• CSEM offenders are younger, more likely to be educated and hold professional employment, 

and less likely to be a racial minority (Babchishin, Hanson, & Hermann, 2011; Lee, Li, Lamade, Schuler, and Prentky; McCarthy, 2010; Wolak, 
Finkelhor, & Mitchell, 2005).

•Psychological characteristics:
• CSEM offenders have less emotional identification with children, fewer cognitive distortions, 

and higher scores on sexual deviance and victim empathy (Babchishin et al., 2011; Merdian, Curtis, Thakker, Wilson, and Boer, 
2013) .
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What does the current literature 
tells us?
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• Calls in the literature for qualitative research on CSEM offenders (Elliott & Beech, 2009). 

• Little research has focused on the discernments of CSEM, despite  some disconnection 
between law and social attitudes.

• Court transcripts have previously been used to explore the characteristics of offenders 
(Tsagaris, Bach, & Cimino, 2017).

• Sentencing remarks provide formal messages about the wrongs of the offense and the 
harmfulness to society at large (Daly & Bouhours, 2008; Prichard, Watters, & Spiranovic, 2011).

How did the Study arise?



Aims of the Study
1) To obtain a deeper understanding on the characteristics of 

individuals convicted of Child Sexual Exploitation Material (CSEM) 
offenses.

2) To explore the censure sentencing Judges impart to the offender 
and wider audience. 
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• Sentencing remarks of CSEM cases over a ten-year period 
(1 January 2007 to 31 December 2017) in one jurisdiction 
of Australia were sought. 

• The law database was searched using the catchword “child 
pornography” due to this exact term being used in the 
offenses. 

• The final sample comprised 29 cases, each case having one 
offender. 

The Study’s Design, Methodology
& Approach
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The Study’s Design, Methodology
& Approach (cont.)

• Analytic Approach: Mixed-methodology
• Descriptive statistics (quantitative):

• Characteristics
• Content analysis (qualitative):

• Characteristics and Censure

• A conventional content analysis was utilized, in which the 
coding of categories was derived inductively and directly from 
the data (Berg & Lune, 2017).
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Quantitative Results 
(Characteristics)

Offender Characteristics:

• All offenders were male;

• On average, 41 years-old (range: 20 years – 64 years);

• Most employed (68%) at time of arrest. Employment varied in nature:
• Law enforcement and the legal field, right through to hospitality and retail;

• 23% were unemployed and/or on a pension or retired or currently studying (9%); and

• 43% had not completed high school, 14% had completed high school but had not studied 
further, and 43% had completed tertiary education. 
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Quantitative Results 
(Characteristics) (Cont.)

Sentencing Outcomes:

• In 93% of cases the offender pleaded guilty;

• Offenders were typically sentenced for multiple CSEM offenses (M = 3.31 counts);

• 93% of the offender had at least one offense concerning the ‘possession’ of CSEM; 

• Few offenders (10%) had a prior CSEM convictions, while 17% had other prior convictions;

• Most offenders (62%) received a custodial sentence; and

• The average sentence imposed was 37 months (range: 12 months – 85 months ).
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Quantitative Results 
(Characteristics) (Cont.)

Types of Images:

• Offenders had possessed and/or accessed roughly, on average, 16,936 files (still images and 
videos) ranging from 0 to over 160,000 files; 

• All cases included pre-pubescent victims, 76% of which involved children aged three years 
or less (some as young as six months old); 

• As for victim gender, while some cases indicated the offender had a particular orientation, 
both victim genders were often apparent due to the number of files; and

• Regarding severity, 96% of cases included penetration of children or oral sex, and 88% of 
cases included the most severe category of CSEM (sadism, torture, or bestiality).
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Qualitative Results 
(Characteristics & Censure)

Three major themes:

1) Offender’s motivations and attempted explanations 
for offending;

2) CSEM offenses are not victimless crimes; and 

3) Offender’s public versus private life. 
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1. Offender’s Motivations and Attempted Explanations for Offending:

• Three sub-themes emerged: 
(1) poor mental health and substance abuse;
(2) downplay or denial; and
(3) addiction. 

• These motivations and attempted explanations often stemmed from reports made by 
the psychiatrist or psychologist or the accounts provided by the defence team. 

Qualitative Results 
(Characteristics & Censure)
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1. Offender’s Motivations and Attempted Explanations for Offending
a) Poor mental health and substance abuse

• Most of these cases concerned depression and/or 
alcohol abuse;

• Some of these offenders had suggested to the 
psychiatrist or psychologist that they had offended 
out of what appeared to be a point of “loneliness” 
in their life (e.g., during a marriage breakdown);
• The Judges did not believe it to reduce their 

moral culpability in the commission of the 
offense.

“Mr [Offender] attempted to justify his
conduct by saying that these offences
were all committed at a time when he
was working long hours and not seeing
much of his partner … He also said that
work was stressful. The connection
between having a sexual interest in
young girls and being stressed at work
and not seeing much of your partner is
not one which is immediately obvious to
me.”

Qualitative Results 
(Characteristics & Censure)
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1. Offender’s Motivations and Attempted Explanations for Offending
b) Downplay or denial

• This sub-theme was the most recurring regarding the 
offender’s motivations and attempted explanations for 
offending;

• Most tried to downplay and minimize their offending 
despite the high rate of guilty pleas;

• Offenders often suggested to the psychiatrist, 
psychologist, or through their defence team, that they 
were not sexually attracted to children, but rather, had 
attained the CSEM unsolicited. 

“I reject that explanation [arriving at
the web links unsolicited] as to how it
came to be that the offender
possessed more than 35,000 separate
items of child pornography. It is so
inherently unbelievable as to be
fanciful. A person does not store
material which he does not want and
which disturbs him. In any case it fails
to explain how the offender came to
possess the many DVDs and CD…”

Qualitative Results 
(Characteristics & Censure)
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1. Offender’s Motivations and Attempted Explanations for Offending
c) Addiction

• Some offenders acknowledged they were sexually 
attracted to children and had become addicted to using 
the internet to access CSEM;

• Links about addictions were often drawn in the 
sentencing remarks between other things, such as drug 
use;

• While in some cases the Judges acknowledged the 
offender’s honesty, they highlighted that the offender’s 
addiction to the material did not vindicate their actions. 

“…I would prefer to draw the
analogy with drug addiction. The
authorities make it clear that
where a person voluntarily
commences to use drugs then
ensuing addiction can have little
mitigating effect. So it is with an
addiction to child pornography,
after all, no one could begin to
commit offences of this kind
thinking that what they were
doing was not illegal.”

Qualitative Results 
(Characteristics & Censure)
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2. Child Sexual Exploitation Material Offenses are not Victimless Crimes

• Many offenders suggested that they had not “physically 
abused” or “touched” a child, but rather, they had “viewed” 
CSEM;

• Judges made a contentious effort to highlight that CSEM 
offenses are not victimless crimes;

• They also highlighted the impacts on the children depicted in 
the CSEM stem further than the sexually abusive incident.

“Indeed, for the victims, the
abuse essentially continues so
long as the images exist, and
the damage continues from the
point at which they become
aware – in relation to children –
of the significance of conduct
they have taken part in. Such
damage and its necessary
effects can pursue them for the
remainder of their lives.”

Qualitative Results 
(Characteristics & Censure)
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3. Offender’s Public versus Private Life

• The offender’s public life differed greatly to their private 
life;

• In their public life, these offenders acted in socially 
desirable ways and were perceived as well-esteemed 
individuals;

• Despite many of the offenders being considered as having 
prior good character, Judges remarked that many people 
who commit CSEM offenses are also of prior good character; 

• Thus, prior good character for these offenses was of less 
significance. 

“There is abundant evidence that
the offender appears to be a
person of excellent character. As
far as his friends, acquaintances
and family are concerned, he is a
person of impeccable character …
Because “anonymous” offences
of this type are not infrequently
committed by persons of
otherwise apparent good
character, the Court may attach
lesser weight to good character.”

Qualitative Results 
(Characteristics & Censure)
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Discussion

• Offender age (e.g., Jung & Stein, 2012; Tsagaris   et al., 
2017);

• Diversity across the occupations and 
educations (Tsagaris et al., 2017);

• Sentences for multiple counts, 
predominantly possession of CSEM (Jung & 
Stein, 2012);

• Most offenders who perpetrate CSEM 
offenses view material involving male and 
female children (e.g., Webb, Craissati, & Keen, 2007); 

• The high rate of guilty pleas (Jung & Stein, 2012),
with only a few offenders having a criminal 
history (e.g., McCarthy, 2010). 

Consistencies with previous research (Characteristics)
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Discussion 
(Cont.)

Inconsistencies with previous research (Characteristics)

• 96% of cases of known severity involved files depicting penetration of a child (including 
oral sex) and 88% of cases involved the most severe abuse;
• Vs. 80% concerning penetration (including oral sex) and 21% involving the most 

severe abuse (Wolak et al., 2005);

• 80% of cases involved some files involving infants and toddlers (aged three years or less);
• Vs. only a minority of cases involve infants and toddlers (Wolak et al., 2005). 



Offender’s motivations 
and attempted 

explanations for offending
a) poor mental health and 
substance abuse
b) downplay or denial
c) addiction

Offender’s public versus 
private life 

CSEM offenses are not 
victimless crimes
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Discussion 
(Cont.)

Thematic Analysis
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• The current study contributed to the research in two distinct ways:
1. It provided further information on the characteristics of offenders convicted of 

CSEM offenses;
2. It identified all recurring areas of rejection and reprimand by the Judge, providing 

insight to offenders and the wider society about the virtual immorality of CSEM. 

• Suggestions for treatment and prevention as well as future research has been 
provided; indicating the potential for cross-fertilisation of knowledge across mental 
health practitioners, legal professionals, law enforcement, and social workers both 
within Australia and across the globe.

Conclusion
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Questions?


