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Narrative 
Sexual offenders are commonly assumed to lack, or have limited empathy – otherwise, how 
could they commit such horrendous acts? Likewise, many sexual offender treatment programs 
maintain that development of “victim empathy” is imperative for rehabilitation. However, 
researchers have continually found this intervention to have limited impact on reducing sexual 
recidivism. This presentation provides evidence-based information about the relationship 
between empathy and sexual offending. Presenters describe the history of this topic, giving an 
overview of theories, research, and practices. Most notably, results from a meta-analysis 
completed by the presenters in 2018 are delineated, including significant differences found 
between sexual offenders and the general population for general and cognitive empathy, but not 
affective empathy. In light of these findings, implications for effective management of sexual 
offenders are explored, including evidence-based treatment. 
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Learning Objectives 

1. Identify and describe the three available models explaining empathy in sexual offender 
populations. 

2. Describe cognitive, affective, and general empathy. 
3. Identify two ways in which current research on empathy in sexual offender populations 

influences risk assessment.  
 


