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Empowering Versus Enabling: How 
Helpers Can Harm

Aaron Myers, Psy.D.

Valliere & Counseling Associates
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Enabling Vs. Empowering
Enabling

● Encouraging another to relinquish responsibility for feelings and decisions by taking over 

life tasks such as housekeeping, bill paying, waking up even after the alarm has been ringing 

for a while, getting to work or school or treatment on time, or driving if they have been 

impaired.  

Empowering

● Allows for growth and independence and, in many ways, helps to eliminate self-sabotaging 

behaviors

https://psychcentral.com/blog/empowering-vs-enabling/
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Important Questions To Ask Yourself
● Am I doing for them what they are able to do?

● Am I acting out of guilt and obligation?

● Am I walking on eggshells, fearful of reaction if I say no?

● Am I worried about them feeling rejected?

● What if they didn’t need me as much?

● Who am I if I am not a rescuer?

● Do they have a track record of success in one area that can translate into another?

● Can I reinforce their abilities if that is the case?

● Do I hold a vision for them of success?

https://psychcentral.com/blog/empowering-vs-enabling/
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Important Questions To Ask Yourself
● Do I have my own self- doubt that is contagious?

● Do I trust them to make good decisions?

● Do I want responsibility for another person beyond the point at which it is healthy for 

either of us?

● Do I want to be seen as the savior?

● Are there others who can offer support and assistance to this person?

● Can I help them put a plan in place to move forward?

● Have I used encouraging “I believe in you” language or discouraging, “Are you sure you can 

do this?” verbiage?

● Do I feel good about my decision?

● Is it in their best interest?

https://psychcentral.com/blog/empowering-vs-enabling/
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What traits do you have that might have an impact?
● Narcissistic/Special/Superior

○ Views time with client as an opportunity to “shine” or show off special talents

○ Belief that the client has found the right person to help them

○ May join with the client to vilify other providers who have “failed” the client

○ Envious of relationships client has with other people

○ Entitled to cross the client’s boundaries

○ Lack empathy with the client’s struggles

○ Get locked into your own conceptualization and miss what higher trained 

professionals are saying

○ Instead of looking at your part in the client’s lack of progress, blame it on the client’s 

“resistance” or “lack of motivation”

Leahy, 2001
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What traits do you have that might have an impact?
● Perfectionistic/Obsessive-Compulsive

○ View clients as irresponsible, self-indulgent, lazy

○ Struggle to express warmth and empathy

○ Focused on “getting down to business”

○ Focus on order which may cause you to overlook client’s emotional turmoil

Leahy, 2001
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What traits do you have that might have an impact?
● Abandonment

○ Worried about confronting client because they might leave

○ Any premature termination is viewed as a personal rejection

○ May lead to excessive caretaking of client

○ Could personalize client’s lateness, nonpayment of bills/fines, failure to show for 

meetings, lack of interest

Leahy, 2001
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What traits do you have that might have an impact?
● Need for Approval

○ “People pleasing” and wanting client to feel good no matter what is happening

○ Aversive to negative feelings by client

○ Underdiagnosing for fear of labeling the client in a negative way

○ Avoiding conversation about offending, substance use, anger, resistance, self-defeat

Leahy, 2001
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What traits do you have that might have an impact?
● Excessive Self-Sacrifice

○ May feel unworthy of being assertive with client, especially if the client seems worse 

off than you

○ Implicit contract: 

■ “I will do everything for you as long as you don’t leave me”

○ Poor role model due to poor boundaries

■ Could suggest that other boundaries could be crossed (extra demands or sexual 

intimacy)

○ Make it difficult for client to engage in unpleasant exposure

Leahy, 2001
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What traits do you have that might have an impact?
● Autonomy

○ Any extra attention that the client might need causes conflict

○ Does not want to pay spend time on client’s emotional expression, unpredictability, 

lateness for appointments, refusal to do what is asked, emergency phone calls

Leahy, 2001
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System Failures: Client Example
● 27 year old, Caucasian Male

● Charged with Indecent Assault and Battery

● Questions regarding his functioning and drinking

● Psychological Evaluation #1

○ Diagnosis of Alcohol Use Disorder, Mild, In Early Remission

○ Situational stress with limited coping abilities

○ “Emotional turmoil...generating distracting and intrusive ideation over which he has 

little control”

○ “Incident in question was opportunistic and impulsive in nature as opposed to 

predatory or deliberative”

○ “Experiencing additional disinhibition at the time of the alleged act due to his state of 

intoxication”
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System Failures: Client Example
● “Other data indicate the presence of robust sense of social responsibility  on Mr. 

Miller’s part in which he is predisposed to rigidly maintain his personal values 

while subscribing to a strong sense of justice and propriety.  He also generated 

data consistent with individuals who set high standards for themselves and who 

are generally responsible toward other people.”

● Treatment should focus on:

○ Anxiety reduction

○ Enhancement of coping resources

○ Development of increased flexibility in problem-solving

12
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System Failures: Client Example
● Psychological Evaluation #2

○ 30 years old

○ Charged with on count of Violation of Privacy and two counts of Simple Assault

○ “Test results show no deviant interest”

■ “Mr. Miller acknowledges voyeuristic fantasies.”

○ “A severe, recurrent Major Depression.  There is certainly reason for an exacerbation 

of the depression in Mr. Miller’s history.”

■ Girlfriend’s mother has aggressive Alzheimer’s disease

■ Girlfriend’s brother died of an overdose.

■ Girlfriend’s stepfather died

13

System Failures: Client Example
● “Even in the face of these tragic events, Mr. Miller was able to continue to perform well in 

his demanding job and provide ongoing support to [his girlfriend] in her distress.  However, 

the stress of those events on him likely increased his existing depression and reduced his 

ability to control his underlying voyeurism.  Mr. Miller’s current therapist indicated in our 

phone conversation that she plans to refer him for a psychopharmacological evaluation for 

treatment of the depression.” 

● “It is my clinical experience (as well as several research studies) that some men with an 

underlying mood disorder, such as Major Depression or Bipolar Disorder, are susceptible to 

sexual impulsive/compulsive behavior such as voyeurism, exhibitionism and obscene phone 

calling.  These behaviors, much like an alcohol or drug addiction, provided a temporary 

escape from the negative emotions of the mood disorder.”

14
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System Failures: Client Example
● What we now know:

○ Voyeurism, Frotteurism, Sexual Assault, Stalking

○ Arousal to non-consenting individuals, girls as young as 10 years old

○ Over 100 victims

○ Sexually assaulted his girlfriend while she was sleeping

○ Extensive history of watching pornography

■ Mimicking pornography with women

○ Frequently testing limits with women acquaintances

15

Psychologically Meaningful Risk Factors for Sexual Offending
Mann, Hanson, & Thornton, (2010) 

● Not Risk Factors

○ Depression

○ Poor social skills

○ Poor victim empathy

○ Lack of motivation for treatment at intake

16
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Let’s sympathize with him...
● “Awful hard to relive it.” 

● “I have nothing to gain by this interview.  It is not going to shorten my life 

sentence.” 

● “I’m going to be carried out of prison in a box.”  

● “I still love her.”  

● “I had an overwhelming desire to die.  I was in a lot of pain.”  

● “They asked me if I blacked out.  I don’t think I blacked out.  I think I lost a lot of 

blood and passed out.”

● “I’m sorry.  And, I love them.  I wish I was stronger.”  

17

Common Offender Characteristics
● Maintaining a positive image

● Lying/manipulative

● Denial/minimization

● Entitled/demanding

● Controlling/attempting to maintain power

18
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What we know about Richard Lockett
● Focus on the facts!

○ Killed wife with children in the home

○ Broke in through the window where his wife and five children were staying, hiding from him

● Don’t get distracted by the smoke and mirrors show!

19

Richard Lockett
● Build rapport

○ Only chance of breaking through the lying

● Address violent beliefs and attitudes

○ Broke in window where wife was sleeping and took her to a closet

● Address personality

○ “They would have to be in my shoes to understand.”  

○ “I had an overwhelming desire to die.  I was in a lot of pain.”  

○ “I thought my spirit would stay with my kids.  If I killed myself there, I could say with them”  

● Address his attempt at maintaining a positive image

○ “I still love her.”  

○ “I didn’t do it in front of my kids.”  (same house)

○ “They asked me if I blacked out.  I don’t think I blacked out.  I think I lost a lot of blood and passed 

out.”  

○ “I’m sorry. And I love them (his children).  I wish I was stronger.”

20
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Dottie Sandusky
● Treatment plan:

○ Identify facts of the case

■ 10+ victims in the grand jury report; over 30 came forward for settlement

■ Showing with boys after “workouts”

○ Build rapport with her to feel comfortable

○ Address her beliefs and the meaning of Jerry being a sex offender

■ Could take many sessions

■ Must educate on offender dynamics

○ Help her cope with grief

■ Must deal with loss of life as she knew it

■ Wanting to speak with her son, Matt, and his children

○ Slowly confront the denial

■ “I believe that he is innocent”

■ “I think they could have been manipulated by people.”
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