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Dear Colleague,

Is Low Therapist Empathy Toxic?
This month's NEARI News
highlights an important article by
Moyers and Miller (2012) about
the importance of empathy for
therapeutic outcomes. Although
their research was focused on
substance and alcohol abuse,
they consistently found that the
therapist's level of empathy and
the strength of the therapeutic
alliance had a significant impact
on outcomes. Regardless of
therapeutic technique or
approach, high empathy
counselors seemed to be linked
to higher success rates.

  by Steven Bengis, David S. Prescott, and Joan Tabachnick
Question
How important is the ability of a therapist to demonstrate client
empathy and attunement to the therapeutic outcome?
The Research
In 2012, Theresa Moyers and William Miller reviewed studies in the
alcohol and substance abuse addiction fields to determine the
relevance of demonstrated therapist empathy with adult clients. The
measured outcome was a reduction in observable addictive
behaviors in the clients. For this paper, Moyers and Miller defined
accurate empathy from a Rogerian perspective as a:

"commitment to understanding the client's personal frame of
reference and the ability to convey this heard meaning back to the
This article brings to mind the
client via reflective listening....the process encompasses the
saying, "Heal thyself and do no
accurate understanding of both cognitive and emotional aspects of
harm." Perhaps the whole notion the client's experience as well as attunement to the unfolding
of what "healing" entails needs to experience of a client during a treatment session."
be reconsidered. If so, we may
need to revisit both early general Study after study has found that, more than any variance in
therapy and collateral addiction
therapeutic approach, client perceptions of therapist empathy (and
research to discover that who we similar qualities observed by researchers during sessions) are
are may be as important as what directly correlated with more positive outcomes. The results of many
we do. In our opinion, this article of the studies were startling. For example, beginning in the 1980's
is a "must read" for all of us.
studies were demonstrating results that showed the number of
drinking days were at least four times higher when the client was
Please consider becoming a
treated by low-empathy therapists (Valle, 1981). Other studies
sponsor of our exciting new 2014 found that clients would have had better outcomes with a self-help
NEARI Press Webinar series. We book than a low-empathy therapist, while high-empathy therapists
will continue to feature nationally were far superior to bibliotherapy. The trends of these results have
recognized authors including, but continued to the present, show variability between therapists having
not limited to: David Prescott,
more to do with outcomes than differences between clients (Baldwin
Rob Longo, Kevin Creeden,
et al, 2007).
Robin Wilson, Toni Cavanagh
Johnson, and Robert Kinscherff.
Given the importance then of empathy, the authors question
whether agencies shouldn't pre-screen counselors for empathy as a
For $98 as an individual or $250 part of the hiring process. Although no paper-and-pencil measure
as an organization, we guarantee can do this reliably, the authors have developed a procedure in
your seat in the webinar. We do which the applicants submitted a 20-minute work sample of a
all of the work to sign you up
conversation on one of two topics: "What it was like growing up in
each month, and as a thank you my home?" or "How I came to the work in this field." Successful
for your essential support, we
candidates needed to make one reflective statement for every
offer you two free NEARI
open-ended question they asked. Their results indicate that even

Press books. It really is a winthis rudimentary process will predict later performance in actual
win situation for all of us. For
treatment sessions.
more information or to sign up,
please contact Diane Langelier at The authors conclude that: 1) High-empathy counselors appear to
413.540.0712 x14 or at
have higher success rates regardless of their therapeutic practice;
info@nearipress.org.
2) Pre-screening therapists for empathic skills (as well as training
them in how to be empathic) may contribute to better treatment
As always, if you have any other outcomes.
questions, please don't hesitate
to contact us.
Obviously, more research is needed on the therapist qualities,
especially with adolescents who have sexual behavior problems.
Sincerely,
  
Joan Tabachnick and Steven
Implications for Professionals
Bengis
Although in the NEARI Press newsletter, we typically choose
articles that focus on adolescents and not adults, these findings are
vital to consider in work with sexually abusive adolescents. This
review, like others, has found that a client's perception of his/her
therapist's ability to listen, reflect, and attune has as much to do
with treatment outcomes, resistance to treatment interventions, and
a willingness to remain in treatment as does any technique to which
the therapist may be wedded. Further, advising and teaching may
increase resistant behavior (one study indicated a 70% increase in
resistance using a directive vs. a client-centered approach) while
confrontation, shaming or authoritarian approaches can result either
in no change in clients or adverse outcomes. The available
research suggests that when faced with resistant clients or those
www.nearipress.org
who are failing to make progress, perhaps an honest assessment of
our ourselves and our own compassionate, reflective, and empathic
capabilities may be equally important to moving through resistance
FEATURED
as any discussion of our clients.
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Implications for the Field
The vast majority of both research and professional discourse (e.g.,
workshops in conferences, list serve discussions and published
articles) tend to focus on the identification of risk factors, best
treatment techniques, the variability in client typologies, etc. Until
quite recently, too little attention has been paid to the therapeutic
and healing qualities of the therapist administering a range of either
assessment or treatment protocols. While we are looking at whether
  
cognitive-behavioral, multi-systemic, or other approaches lead to
Awakening Motivation for
better treatment outcomes, perhaps it is time to encourage research
that would explore client outcomes related to feeling heard,
Difficult Changes
understood, listened to, and engaged as partners in the
   
"recovery/healing" process. Our clients enter treatment with a high
by David S. Prescott and
degree of shame and resistance. In this regard (especially true for
Robin Wilson
adults), the parallels to the addiction work referenced in the above
research are compelling. The field of motivational interviewing has
How can clinicians and other
begun to explore these very factors. Given the impact of treatment
professionals motivate adult
clients who have been mandated failures, we must understand all the variables that contribute to
such failures, including the professional limitations of the therapist.
into treatment?
This article is a "must read" for all of us.
  
Most workbooks explore the
Abstract
techniques for treatment without
One of the largest determinants of client outcomes is the counselor
providing a framework for
who provides treatment. Therapists often vary widely in
engaging clients in the face of
effectiveness even when delivering standardized manual-guided
the fact that most clients feel
treatment. In particular, the therapeutic skill of accurate empathy
ambivalent about entering
originally described by Carl Rogers has been found to account for a
treatment. Prescott and Wilson
meaningful proportion of variance in therapeutic alliance and
deal directly with motivation,
addiction treatment outcomes. The authors propose emphasis on
setting the stage for the
empathic listening skills as an evidence-based practice in the hiring
preparatory stages of change.
and training of counselor to improve outcomes.
Once a client moves into
  
treatment, this workbook provides
the concrete steps for a client to Citation
examine and address their
Moyers, T.B., & Miller, W.R., (2012, October 1), Is Low

barriers to effective treatment and
ultimately, positive change.
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NEARI Press is a nonprofit and
depends upon the support of
professionals like you to continue
our work. Please consider giving
a donation to NEARI Press.

Please email us at info@nearipress.org or call us at 413.540.0712,
x14 to let us know if you have a question or a topic you would like
us to cover.

Click here to make a donation of
any amount. Thank you!
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