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Abstract

The way in which youth sexual offenders is managed has implications for their rehabilitation. A
balance has to be achieved between deterrence and prevention of recidivism, and the rehabilitation
and reintegration of the youth into society. In addition to the risk factors, criminogenic needs and
protective factors that influence their offending, the assessment and treatment of youth sexual
offenders should also take their developmental needs into consideration. Singapore adopts an
integrated strengths and risk-based approach, with the Risk-Need-Responsivity serving as the
foundational guide for assessment and treatment of such offenders. Over the years, this approach
and its associated programmes have also evolved and improved in response to findings from local
research and evaluation.
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Introduction

Over the past few decades, there has been increasing public scrutiny over how society should deal
with sexual offenders, which has led to the practice of "populist punitiveness" in some jurisdictions
whereby the punishment of the offender and prevention of recidivism take precedence over
treatment (Appelbaum, 2009; Birgden, 2004; Birgden & Cucolo, 2011; Edwards & Hensley, 2001).
However, there have also been recent judicial shifts towards providing sentencing options that
punish the crime, but not the offender (Appelbaum, 2009). Such approaches allow for the
rehabilitation of offenders who commit sexual crime through comprehensive treatment and
reintegration (Appelbaum, 2009; Birgden, 2004).

The management of sex offenders is therefore a sensitive issue, with various jurisdictions having to
find a balance between the prevention of harm to society and victims again and the protection and
reintegration of the sex offender (Birgden & Cucolo, 2011). Achieving this balance is particularly
crucial when managing youth sexual offenders. Contrary to perceptions that all sexual offenders are
the same, or that they are "lifelong predators", these offenders do differ significantly in terms of the
risks, needs, and protective factors that influence their offending (Appelbaum, 2009; Birgden, 2004).

This chapter first introduces Singapore's youth justice, and touches on how the philosophy of
restorative justice is applied to youth offending to achieve a balance between deterrence and
personal accountability and ensuring that programmes and opportunities for rehabilitation and
reintegration are provided. The various pathways through which youth offenders can take through
the justice system will also be presented. However, the majority of youth sexual offenders in
Singapore are managed by the Ministry of Social and Family Development though, and the chapter
will focus on the assessment and management of these youth by the Ministry, particularly through
the Clinical and Forensic Psychology Service (CFPS), which provides specialised assessment and
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treatment to offenders. The chapter will also elaborate upon the implementation of the
Risk-Need-Responsivity model which forms the foundation from which offender assessment and
treatment is carried out. The effort to conduct empirically-based assessment and treatment via the
integration of findings from local research and evaluation will also be detailed, before a final
discussion on the future directions of the management of youth sexual offenders in Singapore.

Youth Justice in Singapore

Singapore is a city-state in Southeast Asia with a population of 5.54 million (Singapore Department
of Statistics, 2016). As a former British colony, many statues in Singapore are based on English
common law. Therefore, the way in which offences are defined are similar to that of other
commonwealth jurisdictions.

The pathway through the justice system that youth who sexually offended typically take is outlined
in Figure 1. In Singapore, several legislations are pertinent to youth offending. The passing of the
Family Justice Act in 2014 led to the formation of the Family Justice Courts, within which the Youth
Court hears cases for offenders from seven up to 16 years of age (Family Justice Courts of
Singapore, 2017). The Youth Court's jurisdiction is defined by Section 28 of the Children and Young
Persons Act of 20011, which directs the Youth Court to consider the welfare of youth offenders while
making judicial decisions (Family Justice Courts of Singapore, 2017; Singapore Statutes, 2001). A
similar stance is also adopted by the Magistrates Court of Hong Kong. For instance, males below
the age of 14 who have sexual intercourse with underaged females can be sentenced to receive
treatment as part of their rehabilitation (Ng, Cheung & Ma, 2015).
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Figure 1: Legal pathways for youth offenders in
Singapore

The Singapore Youth Court adopts a philosophy of restorative justice, which seeks to achieve a
balance between personal accountability for offences committed, and the rehabilitation of the
offender with a view towards reintegration into family and community. It seeks to apply such a
balance in its sentencing and programming by considering the availability of opportunities for the
youth to acquire basic life skills, education, employability and self-sustenance while addressing the
underlying causes of their offending. In doing so, the Court seeks to draw on available resources
such as the youth's family to address problems in a holistic manner and enact meaningful change
and reform in the youth (Family Justice Courts of Singapore, 2017).

In addition to these restorative justice programmes, the Youth Court may issue youth with several
orders upon the finding of guilt. The Court first calls for a pre-sentence report to assist in
sentencing. For the majority of youth offending cases, this is conducted by the Ministry of Social and
Family Development (the Ministry), and considers various circumstances and risk factors such as
family, education and/or employment, peers, gang membership, and antisocial attitude and
behaviour of the youth. The pre-sentence report is taken into account by the Youth Court when it
sits with two Panel Advisors2, Court counsellors, and a probation officer prior to sentencing. The
Court has a number of options at its disposal, the most common of which are to issue a probation
order, to commit offenders to a youth rehabilitation centre, or to undergo training at the Reformative
Training Centre3. Youth who are placed on probation or ordered to reside in a youth rehabilitation
centre are managed by the Ministry, whereas youth who are on reformative training orders are
managed by the Singapore Prisons Service. However, the majority of youth who sexually offended
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are generally served with the former two orders, and so they are referred to the Ministry for
management and treatment.

Profile and Typologies of Youth Sexual Offenders

The crime rate in Singapore is generally low at 588 crimes per 100,000 population (Department of
Statistics Singapore, 2017). The youth crime rate is similarly low, and accounts for approximately
18-19% of all arrests in Singapore from 2011 to 2015 (Department of Statistics Singapore, 2017).
With regard to sexual offending, the Singapore police encounters an average of 150 sexual assault
cases and about 1,200 to 1,300 cases of molest annually (Seow, 2017). In the approximately 14
years from October 2002 to December 2011, 168 youth who sexually offended (aged 12 to 18 years
of age) were referred to the CFPS for psychological assessment of risk of future sexually abusive
behaviour. All the youth were male, and the majority were Chinese (44.3%, 74/167) or Malay
(40.7%; 68/167); 12.0% (n = 20) were Indian, and 3% (n = 5) were of other ethnicity (Zeng, Chu,
Koh, & Teoh, 2015).

The most common type of sexual offending was molestation (81.4%, 136/167), followed by
voyeuristic (81.4%, 136/167) and exhibitionistic (81.4%, 136/167) offences. Only a minority of youth
committed penetrative offences of nonconsensual fellatio 14.4% (n = 24), and 18.0% (n = 30) rape.
Furthermore, the majority of youth sexual offenders tended to commit only sexual offending, only
33.5% (56/167) of the sample committed nonsexual offenses in addition to sexual offences (Zeng,
Chu, Koh, et al., 2015). Among these youth, 18 (32.1%) had committed violent offences (e.g.,
rioting, robbery, causing harm), and 38 (67.9%) had nonviolent nonsexual offences (e.g., nonviolent
theft, fraud, drug abuse). Delving into the typology of criminal diversity among youth who sexually
offended, the same study found that youth who offended both sexually and nonsexually had higher
risk and criminogenic needs as compared to youth who only sexually offended, specifically in terms
of psychosocial functioning, peer relations, and engagement in recreational activities (Zeng, Chu,
Koh, et al., 2015). Findings mirror those of a previous study that found youth who offended both
sexually and nonsexually were more likely to reoffend violently, as compared to youth who only
offended sexually (Chu & Thomas, 2010). Both studies therefore point to a distinction between
youth who offended sexually and nonsexually and youth who offended only sexually, and suggest
general criminogenic risk and needs may underpin the sexual offending committed by criminally
versatile youth, which may result in a higher risk trajectory (Chu & Thomas, 2010; Zeng, Chu, Koh,
et al., 2015). Hence, there is a need to ensure that interventions meet the risks and needs of the
youth offenders as set out in the Risk-Need-Responsivity framework.

The Risk-Need-Responsivity Framework in Singapore

The Risk-Need-Responsivity (RNR) framework seeks to provide practitioners with accurate
information and classification on risk and needs for effective rehabilitation to occur (Andrews &
Bonta, 2010). The foundation of the RNR framework is the general personality and cognitive social
learning theoretical perspective on offending behaviour, which suggests that eight major risk and
need factors (the "Central Eight") are implicated in offending behaviour. Having a history of
antisocial behaviour, antisocial cognition, antisocial personality patterns, and antisocial associates
constitute the "Big Four" major risk factors, while family and marital relationships, poor education
and/or employment circumstances, difficulties pertaining to substance use, and the absence of
leisure or recreational activities make up the "Moderate Four" (Andrews & Bonta, 2010). The
influence of the Central Eight on criminal behaviour has subsequently been supported by empirical
studies and meta-analyses (e.g., Bonta, Law, & Hanson, 1998; Gendreau, Litte, & Goggin, 1996;
Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 2005; Lipsey & Derzon, 1998; McGuire, 2004).
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The accurate identification and assessment of risks and needs such as the Central Eight can help
practitioners to make an informed decision about the type of risk and needs to focus on, the level of
treatment to be provided, and how to tailor intervention to suit the offender (Andrews & Bonta,
2010). These are expressed in three principles of the RNR model. The Risk principle states that the
intensity of treatment should match the risk level of the offender. Hence, offenders assessed to be
higher risk should receive more intensive supervision and treatment as compared to those with
lower risk (Andrews, Bonta, & Hoge, 1990; Andrews, Bonta, & Wormith, 2011). The Need principle
states that the intervention for each offender should focus on the specific dynamic criminogenic
needs implicated in the offending behaviour. Finally, the Responsivity principle states the
intervention and its delivery should match the offender's abilities and learning style. Altogether,
these three principles of RNR ensure that resources and service delivery are appropriately and
efficiently delivered to offenders in a manner that maximises their learning and rehabilitation
(Andrews & Friesen, 1987; Andrews & Kiessling, 1980; Baird, Heinz, & Bemus, 1979; O'Donnell,
Lydgate, & Fo, 1971). Furthermore, research has shown that interventions that incorporated the
RNR principles have better outcomes in terms of the reduction in recidivism rates, as compared to
interventions that do not employ the RNR principles (Andrews & Dowden, 2005).

In order to move towards empirically-based assessment and management of offenders in
Singapore, the Ministry adopted the RNR framework in 2003 across the various Services that
provide assessment and treatment services to adult and youth offenders (Chu, Teoh, et al., 2012).
The introduction of the RNR framework led to significant changes in the assessment and
management of offender. Key to the implementation was the introduction of the Level of Service
instruments, which allowed for structured assessments of the Central Eight risk and need factors to
be conducted, and produced risk classifications for targeted intervention and case management. As
such, the Youth Level of Service / Case Management Inventory is currently used for the
assessment of all youth offenders seen by the Ministry. Importantly, since its introduction, the RNR
framework and the YLS/CMI has been gradually adopted by other government and nongovernment
agencies that come into contact with youth offenders4. This has created a common language
among such professionals, from which risks, needs and responsivity factors can be better
understood and communicated (Chu, Teoh, et al., 2012; Chu & Zeng, 2017).

Stigma and Sex Offender Registry

Despite the adoption of the RNR framework in Singapore, which has helped greatly in the
rehabilitation and re-integration of youth (sexual) offenders, it is necessary to acknowledge that
stigmatisation may undermine such efforts. For instance, a survey conducted by Tan, Chu & Tan
(2016) involving 628 undergraduate students who read a vignette illustrating a sexual, a
white-collar, or a violent crime found that the level of stigmatisation directed towards sexual
offenders was the highest. Similarly, research conducted in Hong Kong also showed that the public
there also held a more negative view of sex offenders (Chui, Cheng & Ong, 2015). Hence, in view of
such societal attitudes in Asian societies, there is therefore an added impetus to ensure that the
treatment of youth sexual offenders is effective so as to reduce society's general desire for distance
from such individuals, thereby helping them re-integrate into society.

In the Singapore context, all individuals "found guilty of committing a registrable offence" would
have "a record of a conviction or sentence given by the courts" (Singapore Police Force, 2018).
Therefore, the registry covers all individuals who commit registrable offences, and not just
individuals who commit sexual offences. In other words, sex offenders are not singled for additional
scrutiny. Additionally, access to conviction information is highly restricted, and they are not available
in the public domain.
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However, this is not necessarily the case in other Asian jurisdictions. For instance, Hong Kong
introduced the Sexual Conviction Record Check (SCRC) scheme on 1 December 2011. Prospective
employers can screen applicants whose jobs require them to have regular interaction with children
and mentally incapacitated individuals with the register (Hong Kong Information Services
Department, 2011). It was set up due to a spate of sex crimes committed against children in the late
2000s (Adorjan and Chui, 2012).

Adopting a slightly different approach, Malaysia introduced the Child Registry in 2017, a database
containing information on the names of sex offenders and the offences they committed (Child
(Amendment) Act 2016). However, official approval has to be sought from the Malaysian Ministry of
Women, Family and Community Development (KPWKM) before access to the database is granted.

Treatment of Youth Sexual Offenders

After assessment of their risks, needs and strengths, youth sexual offenders may also be referred
for treatment by CFPS. As with assessment, all group programmes and individual therapy provided
by CFPS adopt a risk-based (RNR) approach that focus on relapse prevention while concurrently
providing positive goals that youth can achieve (Chu & Ward, 2015). Psychologists work with the
youth to openly explore and discuss the youths' risks, needs, and primary human goods, and how
they have affected offending behaviour; additionally, internal and external strengths and capabilities
are also identified (Chu & Ward, 2015; Thakker, Ward, & Chu, 2014). Intervention strategies and
targets are then established, identifying the skills and capacities required to manage or mitigate the
assessed risks and needs (Chu, Koh, et al., 2015; Chu & Ward, 2015).

Beyond Psychological Treatment and Intervention

Apart from psychological treatment and intervention, some Asian states such as South Korea and
Indonesia have also introduced the use of mandatory chemical castration for certain convicted sex
offenders in 2011 and 2016 respectively (Lee & Cho, 2013). Through the administration of
anaphrodisiac drugs, it is expected that the sex drive and libido of the male sex offenders would
decrease, thereby decreasing the likelihood of sexual reoffending. It is not a permanent solution
since the effects are reversible when treatment ceases. However, Singapore has not considered
this option which blurs the line between treatment and punishment, either for adult or juvenile sex
offenders (Lee & Cho, 2013; Thibaut et al., 2016). At present, it adopts a rehabilitative approach
focusing on the RNR principle in the management of sexual offenders, which has been found by
Hanson, Bourgon, Helmus, and Hodgson (2009) to be effective in reducing sexual recidivism.

Future Directions

The regular evaluation and refining of treatment philosophy such as RNR are important for the
provision of empirically-based services to youth sexual offenders. Research and evaluation studies
should continue to examine the profiles of these youth in Singapore, validate existing assessment
tools for local use, explore new instruments, and regularly evaluate treatment programmes. To this
end, research initiatives are underway to conduct in-depth research into youth sexual offending.
Notably, a longitudinal study was launched in 2016 to include all youth offenders in Singapore. The
study, Enhancing Positive Outcomes in Youth and the Community5 (EPYC), is intended as a holistic
examination of the interaction between youth offenders' developmental and offending trajectories. It
examines a broad range of aspects such as risks, needs and protective factors, adaptive and
maladaptive functioning, and adverse childhood experiences, so as to deliver insights that can

Sexual Offender Treatment | ISSN 1862-2941

Page 6 of 10



improve on existing clinical and operational work.

Concurrently, CFPS is continually exploring interventions with not only with youth who sexually
offended, but also with children and youth who are at risk of developing problematic sexual
behaviour. For example, it is looking at adapting the evidence-based Problematic Sexual
Behaviour-Cognitive Behavioural Therapy to specifically target inappropriate sexual behaviours
among at-risk youth (Carpenter & Addis, 2000; National Institute of Justice, 2015). Additionally,
CFPS will continue its ongoing programmes of professional training and attachment to specialist
centres for its staff so as to keep up to date on the latest developments in sexual offending
management and treatment.
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1In the Children and Young Persons Act, a "child" refers to a person who is below the age of 14
years and a "young person" refers to a person who is 14 years of age (or above) and under 16
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2Panel Advisors are individuals from the community who have extensive experience in working with
youth. Panel Advisors are appointed by the President of Singapore (Family Justice Courts of
Singapore, 2017b).
3This option is only provided for youth who are 14 to 16 years of age.
4These include Government Agencies such the Ministry of Social and Family Development, the
Singapore Prisons Service, the Central Narcotics Bureau, and the Singapore Police Force, as well
as non-Government Agencies such as social service organisations. For more information, see Chua
et al. (2014), and Chu and Zeng (2017).
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