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• In 2009 and 2013, Jill Levenson and I, along with our colleagues Shan Jumper and 
David D’Amora, published three studies of consumer satisfaction surveys. In each of 
these surveys, clients in two civil commitment programs and one outpatient practice 
stated that victim empathy and accountability are among the most important elements 
of treatment. Questions remain, however. Were these clients simply repeating back 
what they’d heard in treatment? 

 
Into this breach step Mann and Barnett, who observe that as many as 95% of North American 
treatment programs for people who have sexually abused target victim empathy, which is 
rated among the top two treatment targets by those programs. Mann and Barnett further 
remind us of the work of Paul Gendreau and his colleagues, who coined the 
term“correctional quackery” in response to programs that give priority to anecdotal evidence 
and the pet theories of administrators.  
 
Mann and Barnett further describe the fuzzy definitions of empathy that have been included 
in studies, ranging from remorse to a variation of awareness, each of which can be very 
different experiences. They further observe an important but rarely discussed point: that a 
lack of empathy for past victims does not explain the willingness to abuse again in the future. 
They also note that after-the-fact minimization of harm is a common human experience. 
 
In the end, the authors conclude, “None of the various meta-analyses of sex offender 
treatment program effectiveness have examined the impact of different treatment components 
at the level required to draw conclusions about victim empathy intervention” (p. 289). The 
authors also state, “We conclude from our review that the theoretical basis for victim 
empathy work with sexual offenders is inconsistently articulated, poorly understood, and 
largely untested empirically” (p. 295). 
 
Under these conditions, it is difficult to know whether professionals should go off in search 
of more research or go home and take a long, hard look in the mirror. Maybe we are not as 
empathic and understanding as we would like to believe. Perhaps, if our methods and 
measures are as disparate as the research studies seem to indicate, we do not understand 
empathy as well as we think. 

 


