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Abstract 

 
 Victim-offender mediation (VOM) is a widely used form of restorative justice. 

However, in the traditional forms, both victims and offenders can experience problems, 

including that the mediation situation can be stressful and emotional and both parties might 

experience issues to express themselves and feel pressured by the presence of the other 

parties. Therefore, the current research aimed to explore the relatively new form of video 

messages as a digital communication form in VOM. The study used a scenario-based online 

survey to examine the effects of receiving a video message from the victim, compared to 

receiving a letter from the victim on the offender. Participants were randomly allocated to one 

of these communication forms. The examined variables are the perceived ability to 

understand the victim and the empathy for the victim. Moreover, the study explored how 

those affect the willingness to continue communication, as engaging in further mediation can 

have beneficial effects on both victim and offender. It was expected that a video would result 

in greater empathy and understanding, due to a greater amount of visual and auditory cues 

compared to a letter, and thereby, increase the willingness to engage in further 

communication. Against the predictions, the study overall showed no significant differences 

between the two conditions. Nevertheless, the study showed that understanding has an 

influence on the empathy for the victim.   
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Introduction 

 
In the last decades, restorative justice has become increasingly popular as an approach 

to address the after-effects of a crime. Restorative justice views crime less as a violent act but 

as harm inflicted on relationships between individuals, bound in a community (Bradshaw et al., 

2006; Stewart et al., 2018; Zehr, 2015). Therefore, restorative justice aims to offer the victim, 

the offender and other involved parties a safe environment to engage in dialogue which aims to 

solve the conflict, repair the damage caused, hold the offender accountable, and to meet needs 

of both victim and offender (Bouffard et al., 2017; Bradshaw et al., 2006; Jackson, 2009; 

Saulnier & Sivasubramaniam, 2015). Thus, it is important, that restorative justice does not aim 

to punish the offender (Saulnier & Sivasubramaniam, 2015) but to repair the harm and therefore 

restorative justice is a way to humanize the criminal justice system (Umbreit & Vos, 2000).  

 Restorative justice exists in many forms but victim-offender mediation (VOM) is the 

most commonly used one (Bradshaw et al., 2006; Hansen & Umbreit, 2018; Lewis & Umbreit, 

2015; Umbreit & Armour, 2010) and has shown to have a positive influence on lowering 

recidivism rates among offenders  (Hansen & Umbreit, 2018; Jonas-van Dijk et al., 2020). 

According to the meta-analysis of Hansen and Umbreit (2018), VOM as a form of restorative 

justice aims to aid victims and offenders to come together in a safe environment and to talk 

about the offense and its impacts under the guidance of one or more trained mediator(s). 

Importantly, compared to other forms, for family conferencing or for instance restorative circles 

which include other parties that were involved, thus family members or community members, 

VOM focuses more directly on the interaction of the victim and the offender (Hansen & 

Umbreit, 2018). VOM is mostly applied in cases of vandalism, minor assault, theft, burglary, 

and juvenile crimes (Hansen & Umbreit, 2018). With regard to the design of VOM, it is 

primarily dialogue-driven and not settlement driven. This means that it focuses on a sharing of 

narratives, listening to the side of the other party, and to re-establish positive relationships 

between the conflicting parties. However, the parties often join the mediation process with other 

needs, including wishing to receive an apology or offenders wanting to make up for their 

actions.  Therefore, most meetings end up in a form of restitution agreement which includes 

apologies and compensations (Hansen & Umbreit, 2018; M. Umbreit & Armour, 2010). 

Moreover, VOM is always voluntary for the victim and in most cases also for the offender 

(Hansen & Umbreit, 2018; Lewis & Umbreit, 2015) 

 VOM exists in different forms, firstly as a face-to-face meeting, in which victim and 

offender meet in a safe environment with the mediator or secondly, as a form of shuttle 
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mediation in which the mediator carries messages from one party to the other. And the third 

option is letter mediation (Hansen & Umbreit, 2018; Stewart et al., 2018). Moreover, it is a 

process consisting of four steps (Umbreit & Armour, 2010). First, an intake that checks the 

suitability for a mediation process takes place. In the second step, the mediator organizes a 

separate meeting with both parties in order to prepare them for the mediation process. Third, if 

both parties are willing to have mediated contact, the actual narratives are shared, questions are 

addressed either be in a face-to-face meeting or through letters or the mediator. Lastly, the 

process is finished with a follow-up where the mediator contacts both parties again (Umbreit & 

Armour, 2010). 

  Participation is voluntary for both parties and therefore, both victims and offenders can 

decide whether they want to participate in the process or not. Various factors might influence 

this decision. Research (Hansen & Umbreit, 2018; Umbreit, Coates, & Vos, 2004) has shown 

that only about 40-60% of the possible cases end up in mediation and therefore indicate the 

existence of reasons that go against participating in VOM. With regard to the victim, they often 

participate because they have the need for answers and/or an apology, want to share their side 

of the story, and want to help the offender (Hansen & Umbreit, 2018; Umbreit et al., 2004). 

However, if a victim decides not to participate reasons given include that the crime is perceived 

to be trivial, the fear of meeting and interacting with the offender, or they want the offender to 

receive more severe punishment, or the time passed since the crime is too long  (Choi et al., 

2010; Hansen & Umbreit, 2018).   

  With regard to the participation of offenders, in those cases in which it is voluntary the 

motivations to engage in VOM can differ. On the one hand, offenders can be interested in 

cleaning their criminal record or to impress the court. Moreover, offenders often also wish to 

apologize to the victim, take responsibility for their actions, explain to the victim what they did 

and why, and hope to deal with their own feelings. Doing so in order to see the victim changing 

their feelings toward them, become more empathetic for the victim and to put on a human face 

on the crime they committed, and lastly, to move on with their lives (Choi et al., 2010; Hansen 

& Umbreit, 2018; Zehr, 2015). Nevertheless, also perpetrators decide not to participate in some 

cases. Reasons offenders give include that it is difficult for them to see the victim again and are 

afraid to be lectured by the victim (Hansen & Umbreit, 2018).  The non-participation of 

offenders is a drawback for the parties involved and at a larger scale, society as successful 

mediation not only has personal benefits but also can reduce the recidivism rate (Hansen & 

Umbreit, 2018). 
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 Research by, for instance, Hansen and Umbreit (2018) and Stewart et al., (2018) have 

indicated that the satisfaction with VOM is high for both victim and offender but also that the 

satisfaction with face-to-face meetings is higher than with shuttle mediation. Nevertheless, both 

victims and offenders report problems with the process of VOM. For instance, some victims 

report that they were rushed and pressured into an agreement or were not able to fully express 

their emotions (Choi et al., 2010; Hansen & Umbreit, 2018). Offenders, on the other hand, feel 

like the victim dominates the dialogue and uses the mediation process to lecture the offender. 

Moreover, also the offender expressed feelings of being pressured into coming to agreements 

(Hansen & Umbreit, 2018).  

  From the above-described, it becomes evident that many victims and offenders have 

positive experiences with VOM. However, it also shows the problem that in many cases no 

mediation occurs.  One or both parties might be unwilling to participate because they might 

consider a face-to-face meeting too confronting, stressful, or pressuring (Choi et al., 2010; 

Hansen & Umbreit, 2018). On the other hand, letter mediation might lack the necessary 

information and emotion to create an atmosphere in which meaningful mediation can occur, 

as the perception of emotion is multimodal and dynamic, it is based on a changing input of 

both visual and auditory features (Gökçay et al., 2009; Jessen & Kotz, 2011; Lee, 2010), 

which a letter cannot offer. For instance, research by Kato and Akahori (2005), demonstrated 

that the accuracy to judge a partner’s emotion increases in face-to-face communication, 

compared to written e-mails and that face-to-face communication included more positive 

emotional communication. The traditional forms of VOM are not fully able to account for 

those problems, and therefore, the consideration of alternatives seems appropriate. 

This research aims to propose and test a relatively new form of VOM which is based on 

digital communication. Digital communication can be a broad term that covers many forms of 

communication, for instance, chats, live-chat, and videos. In the following research, video 

messages are used as the form of digital communication. The video message as a digital form 

of mediation is chosen, as it takes the established idea of shuttle or letter mediation and aims to 

improve the material that is exchanged between the parties. Hereby, one of the parties records 

a video message which is then, similar to letter mediation, delivered to the other party. A clear 

advantage for this method, compared to face-to-face interaction is the possibility to re-watch 

the material, as often as wanted in a calm and stress-free environment. This is important as 

stress can have a negative influence on our ability to remember (Gagnon et al., 2019; Payne et 

al., 2007). Moreover, compared to letter-mediation, a video message might contain more visual 

and auditory information about the other person, for instance, their facial expressions, gestures, 
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or tone of voice. In turn, this might have a stronger effect on an understanding of the other party 

and the emotions one feels toward the other party. Even though face-to-face communication is 

a crucial part of VOM, this research will, as a first step to explore this relatively new form of 

digital VOM, only focus on the advantages of a video message compared to a letter. Those 

forms are more similar in the procedure as both are indirect and asynchronous forms of 

communication 

This research will focus on the offender's experience when he receives a video message 

from the victim. This focus is important as the offender's participation and experience with 

VOM can have large effects on their personal change and on recidivism (Hansen & Umbreit, 

2018; M. Umbreit & Armour, 2010). In order to determine the impact of a video message on 

the offender compared to a letter, the research question asks to what extent receiving a video 

message influences the offender's empathy for the victim, compared to the traditional VOM 

form of a letter. 

Participation in traditional forms of VOM results in beneficial emotional changes. The 

offender tends to become more empathetic toward the victim because they can see the effects, 

they had on the victim's life. Moreover, seeing the victim helps to show the offender the 

negative emotions they had caused in the victim (Choi et al., 2010; Hansen & Umbreit, 2018; 

Zehr, 2015). Hereby, being able to see the victim expressing the emotions can result in a greater 

understanding (Gökçay et al., 2009; Jessen & Kotz, 2011; Lee, 2010). In line with the research 

question, this study aims to explore whether those beneficial positive emerge also when the 

offender receives a video message from the victim.  

 

 

Theoretical Framework  
 

In order to examine the research question of whether emotions of empathy for the victim 

and the understanding of the victim differ between VOM through a letter compared to a video 

message, the theory of mimicry enables prediction. Mimicry is the natural behaviour of humans 

to mimic the behaviour, postures, and emotions of one another (Stel et al., 2016). The research 

by Stel, Hess, and, Fischer (2016), proposes that mimicry facilitates the understanding of 

emotions and facilitates empathy. The theory of mimicry states that individuals mimic facial 

expressions of the people they watch and therefore experience the same emotions, thus have a 

better understanding of the emotion expressed. This is due to the facial feedback hypothesis 

stating that when one copies the facial expression of another, the facial muscles send signals to 
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the brain which in turn affects our own emotions (Stel et al., 2016). With regard to VOM, this 

theory might offer an explanation of how seeing the victim and interact in a conversation has 

beneficial effects on the understanding and the understanding of the victim’s emotions.  Besides 

the opportunity of mimicry, seeing the other party offers a variety of inputs that are crucial for 

face-to-face communication, namely, body posture, or features of speech (Gökçay et al., 2009). 

 The theoretical framework so far indicates that being able to see the victim has benefits 

over just reading a letter from the victim.  For the current research, this indicates that being able 

to see the victim in a video message might enhance the offender's understanding of the victim’s 

side of the story. Therefore, the following hypothesis: 

 

H1: In the video message condition the offender is better able to understand the 

victim’s experience compared to the letter condition.  

 

 Moreover, the theory (Stel et al., 2016) deals with the facilitation of their own 

experienced emotions. In this case, the emotion of interest is empathy. Research has indicated 

becoming empathetic for the victim has led offenders to change their attitudes and behaviour 

(Choi et al., 2010) as empathy can prompt the regulation of behaviour (Howell et al., 2012; 

Silke et al., 2018). The concept of empathy is divided into two components, affective and 

cognitive empathy. The first regards the ability to emotionally share the feelings of another 

individual while the latter concerns the ability to understand another individual's emotional 

state (Cuff et al., 2016; Davis, 2018; Stel et al., 2016). Moreover, Cuff and colleagues (2016) 

state that empathy is activated when one perceives an emotional other, and even though the 

research also acknowledges that empathy can be evoked by imagination alone (Cuff et al., 

2016). Nevertheless, taking into account the findings of Stel et al., (2016) it is reasonable to 

propose that the experience of empathy for the victim is increased when the offender watches 

the video message of the victim in contrast to reading a letter.  

 

H2: Watching a video message of the victim 

 will result in higher affective empathy for the victim than reading a letter from the victim. 

 

 With regard to the effects of understanding the victim on the empathy, the theoretical 

framework predicts that understanding increases empathy, as cognitive empathy is defined as 

the ability to understand another's emotional state and perspective-taking information (Cuff et 
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al., 2016; Davis, 2018; Stel et al., 2016). This improves for the offender when he sees the 

victim and can gain more information visual and auditory. 

 

H3: Increased understanding of the victim’s side increases the affective empathy for the 

victim. 

 

Lastly, it remains to investigate whether watching a video message and the resulting 

emotional impacts increase the likelihood to participate in further steps of VOM. Based on the 

first three hypotheses, it is theorized that watching a video will give more non-verbal cues 

which, by enabling mimicry will increase the understanding. Understanding will increase 

empathy and due to an increase in both factors, the offender is more willing to engage in 

further communication with the victim.  

 

H4: Watching a video message, compared to receiving a letter from the victim will 

increase the willingness of the offender to engage in further communication due to a greater 

understanding of the victim and greater experience of empathy 

 

Moreover, it is predicted that an offender that has experienced the potential advantages 

of receiving a video, is willing to send a video themselves. In contrast to an offender that has 

received a letter, and therefore, has not experienced a similar high increase in understanding 

and empathy and is not willing to put the effort of making a video for the victim. 

 

H5: When given the choice to respond, the offender is more willing to respond in a 

video message themselves when they have received a video compared to a letter.   

 

Due to the lack of research regarding digital communication in victim-offender 

mediation the present study aims to investigate the effect of receiving a video message has on 

the offender with regard to the understanding of the victim's side and the experience of affective 

and cognitive empathy. In order to examine the above-stated hypotheses, a questionnaire survey 

is used, and participants are imaginary offenders who receive a video message or a letter from 

a victim with the aim to test the influence on feelings of empathy, understanding of the victim, 

and the willingness to continue communication. The hypothesized mediation of H3 and H4 is 

visualized in Figure 1.    
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Figure 1. Theorized Effects of Empathy, and the Understanding of the Victim on the 

Willingness to continue Communication  
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Method 

 
Participants 
 

The survey was filled in by a total of 124 participants who were recruited through 

convenience sampling. The final data set contained 95, as some participants withdraw consent 

or did not complete the questionnaire. 48 participants were in the letter and 47 in the video 

condition. With regard to the demographics of the participants (see Table 1), the majority of 

the participants were female with 74 (78.9%), 20 (21.1%) were male. The mean age of the 

participants was 23.8 (SD = 6.12; range = 18 - 53). The single largest represented nationality 

of participants was German (47.4%) and the majority of participants had a high school degree 

as the highest level of completed education (48.4%).  

 

Table 1.  
Demographic Characteristics of the Participants (n=95) 
Characteristics n % 

Gender    

Male  20 21.1 

Female               75 78.9 

Age   

18 - 20 18 18.9 

21 - 30 70 73.8 

31 – 40  3 3.3 

41 - 50    3 3.3 

51 – 55  1 1.1 

Nationality    

German 45 47.4 

Other  50 52.6 

Highest completed 

educational degree 

  

Less than 

High School 

- - 

High School   46 48.4 

College  4 4.2 

Bachelor 28 29.5 

Master 16 16.8 

Other 1 1.1 
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Design 

 A randomized pretest – posttest design with two groups was used for this study. The 

independent variable is the random assignment to either the letter or video group.  The 

dependent variables are affective empathy, understanding, and willingness to continue in 

further communication.  

 
 
Materials 

 The study made use of a scenario (Appendix A), a letter (Appendix B), or a video of a 

student playing a victim and a questionnaire (Appendix C). The texting while driving scenario 

is written in the second-person perspective and asks the participant to imagine being a student 

that drives home form university and while reading a message on the phone, they hit a cyclist. 

The scenario continues with the participant engaging in VOM. The participant either receives 

a video or a letter of the victim, depending on the condition. Both have the same content and 

describe, from a first-person perspective, the impact the accident had on the victim's life. In the 

video condition, the content of the letter was told by a fellow student. 

 

 
Variables 
 
 Empathy for the Victim  

  

 Empathy for the victim was measured with 18 items in a pre-post measure. The items 

were measured on a 5-point Likert-scale, ranging from I strongly disagree to I strongly agree. 

12 items were aimed to examine the personal distress. Items included, for instance, (12) "I feel 

pain " Six items were used to examine the feelings of empathy towards the victim. Items 

included, for instance, (18) "I care for the victim". For the pre-measures, factor analysis 

indicated one underlying factor for the scale with an eigenvalue of 6.86, explaining 38.1% of 

the variance with an overall good alpha reliability of α = 0.89.  For the post-measures, factor 

analysis indicated one underlying factor for the scale with an eigenvalue of 7.8, explaining 

45.9% of the variance and excellent alpha reliability of α = 0.92 



 12 

 

 
 Understanding of the Victim  

 

 Understanding of the Victim was measured with six items. The items were measured on 

a 5-point Likert-scale, ranging from I strongly disagree to I strongly agree. Items included, for 

instance, (5) "I have a clear idea about the experience of the victim" and (3) "I can picture the 

victim". One item was reversed. For the pre-measures, factor analysis indicated one single 

underlying factor for the scale with an eigenvalue of 2.76, explaining 45.89% of the variance 

and good alpha reliability of α = 0.83. For the post-measures, factor analysis indicated one 

single underlying factor for the scale with an eigenvalue of 3.39, explaining 56.54% of the 

variance and good alpha reliability of α = 0.86.  

 

 Willingness to Continue Communication  

 

 Willingness to continue communication was measured separately for all three forms of 

communication, namely, via letter, video, or face-to-face with one item. For instance (1) “I 

want to write a letter to the victim”. Furthermore, one item measured the unwillingness to 

continue communication.   Each item was measured on a 5-point Liker-scale, ranging from I 

strongly disagree to I strongly agree. Furthermore, the items were taken together into an overall 

willingness to continue communication scale, with the fourth item (4) “I do not want to continue 

communication”, as a reversed item. For this scale, factor analysis indicated one single 

underlying factor for the scale with an eigenvalue of 1.96, explaining 49.1% of the variance 

and questionable alpha reliability of α = 0.65.  

 

 

Procedure 
The survey was made available through the tool Qualtrics and distributed by the 

researcher. Before the survey, participants were asked to read the informed consent 

(Appendix D), which informed the participant about the length of the survey, that 
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participation was voluntary, that the data will be processed anonymously, and about the 

ability to withdraw from the study at any time. After agreeing to the informed consent, the 

participant was presented with the scenario. In the next step, the pre-measures of the variables 

empathy for the victim and the understanding of the victim were taken. Afterward, the 

participant was randomly presented with the manipulation of either seeing a video or a letter 

from the victim. After watching/reading the material, post-measures of the variables empathy, 

and the understanding towards the victim were taken. Following this, the hypothetical 

willingness to respond to the victim with a video, a letter, or face-to-face was measured. 

Hereby, it was made clear that no actual answer needs to be prepared. Furthermore, the 

participant was offered the opportunity to explain the decision. Afterward, the participant was 

asked a number of demographical questions, including age, gender, nationality, and the 

highest form of education.  Lastly, the participant was debriefed. The study was approved by 

the ethical committee of the BMS-faculty of the University of Twente.  
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Results 

 
Descriptives and Person Correlation 
 

The Pearson correlations and the descriptive data for the scales’ mean scores are given 

for the letter and the video condition in both, the pre- and post-measures, with exception of the 

overall willingness to continue communication, as this was only measured once (table 3). With 

regard to the mean scores of empathy for the victim and the understanding of the victim, it is 

to notice that mean scores of the scale are already high in the pre-testing. Hereby 75,8% of 

participants had a pre-score of 4.0 or higher for understanding of the victim’s experience and 

81,3% for the pre-measures of empathy. This ceiling effect makes it difficult to see whether the 

manipulation of being in the letter or the video condition had an effect on the participant as 

most already scored high before the manipulation. The correlations between empathy, 

understanding, and overall willingness to continue communication are significant and 

positively correlated. However, the willingness to send a video to the victim is not significantly 

correlated to the empathy and the understanding for the victim. Moreover, sending a video to 

the victim has no significant correlation to the unwillingness to continue communication. 

Lastly, none of the differences in the mean scores were significant in the two conditions. This 

finding goes against the expectation, as the hypotheses predicted for the video condition higher 

understanding and empathy and higher willingness to continue communication and higher 

willingness to send a video.  
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Table 2 
Descriptives and Person Correlation for the Scores Empathy for the Victim, Understanding of the Victim's side and Willingness and Form to 
Continue communication for Pre- and Post-test in the Letter (N=48) and Video Condition (N47) 
 

 
Mean 
(SD)          

 
 

Letter 
 

Video 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6.  7. 8. 9. 
1. Empathy for the victim PRE 4.29 

(0.57) 
4.40 

(0.54) 
1         

2. Empathy for the victim 
POST 

4.39 
(0.63) 

4.42 
(0.55) 

.794** 1        

3. Understanding for the 
victim’s side PRE 

4.20 
(0.63) 

4.28 
(0.63) 

.754** .555** 1       

4. Understanding for the 
victim’s side POST 

4.40 
(0.69) 

4.52 
(0.56) 

.544** .636** .504** 1      

5. Willingness to continue 
communication 

3.68 
(0.81) 

3.70 
(0.84) 

.510** .522** .429** .450** 1     

6. Willingness to write a Letter 
for the Victim 

4.04 
(1.10) 

3.77 
(1.22) 

.289** .415** .269** .401** .692** 1    

7. Willingness to send a video 
to the victim 

2.38 
(0.18) 

2.60 
(1.43) 

.081 .043 .108 .140 .719** .378** 1   

8. Willingness to meet the 
victim face-to-face 

3.98 
(1.30) 

4.30 
(0.96) 

.492** .485** .407** .365** .713** .217* .338** 1  

9. Unwilling to continue 
communication 

1.68 
(1.11) 

1.83 
(0.95) 

-.663** -.596** -.487** -.385** -.684** -.314** -.198 -.495** 1 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed) 
Items were measured on a 5-point Likert scale 
No mean scores differed significantly between the two conditions  
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Hypotheses Testing 

 
The Offender’s Understanding of the Victim when Receiving a Video Message 

 

In order to test the first hypothesis, namely that an offender is better able to understand the 

victim's experience in the video condition compared to the letter condition. An ANCOVA 

analysis was conducted with the group as the independent variable, post-measurement of 

understanding of the victim as the dependent variable, and the pre-test measure of 

understanding as a covariate., The ANCOVA analysis did not show a significant effect of the 

group on the understanding after the video or letter, when controlling for the pre-measure [F(1, 

92) = 1.29; p=0.26]. Following this, receiving a video, compared to receiving the letter does 

not significantly differ with regard to the understanding the offender had for the victim. Thus, 

the first hypothesis was rejected.  

 

 

The Offender’s Empathy for the Victim when Receiving a Video Message  

 

 The second hypothesis theorized that being in the video condition will result in a higher 

experience of empathy for the victim compared to the letter. Again, ANCOVA analysis was 

conducted to test the significance of the between-group effect. No significant effect was found 

for the analysis with the group condition as the independent variable, empathy after the 

manipulation as the dependent variable, and the pre-measure as a controlled for covariate 

[F(1,92)=0.89; p= 0.35]. Thus, the increase of empathy for the victim was not dependent on 

whether the offender received a video message or a letter. Thus, the second hypothesis was 

rejected.  

 

 

The effect of Understanding on the Experienced Empathy for the Victim  

 

The third hypothesis stated that an increase in understanding of the victim's experience 

will result in higher empathy for the victim. This hypothesis was tested with regression analysis. 

The post-measures were used, whereby the understanding of the victims was the independent 

and empathy for the victim the dependent variable. Testing the prediction, a significant model 

was observed [b= 0.59, SE= 0.07, t(93) = 7,95, p < 0.05]. Hereby, understanding of the victim 
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was able to explain a significant proportion of variance in the empathy for the victim [R2= 0.41, 

F(1,93) = 63.18, p < 0.05)]. Thus, hypothesis three was accepted. 

 

 

Willingness to Continue Communication Mediated by the Empathy and Understanding  

 

The fourth hypothesis theorized that offenders in the video condition will be more willing 

to continue communication due to an increase in empathy and understanding for the victim. As 

the first and second hypotheses already failed to show significant differences between the letter 

and the video condition, one cannot expect a significant difference for the groups in the 

theorized mediation. Thus, the fourth hypothesis was rejected. 

However, it remains interesting to see if the theorized mediation shows significant effects 

even without showing a significant difference between the groups. In order to test the effect of 

empathy and understanding after having received the manipulation regression analysis was 

conducted including participants from both conditions. Hereby, the post-empathy and post-

understanding where each used as independent variables and the overall willingness to continue 

as a dependent variable. Hierarchal regression was used to account for the pre-measures. The 

analysis did neither show a significant effect of understanding for the victim on the overall 

willingness to continue communication [b=0.24, SE= 0.15, t(92) = 1.41, p=0.16] nor showed a 

significant effect of empathy on the overall willingness to continue communication measures 

[b= 0.34, SE= 0.23, t(93) = 1.49, p = 0.14]. This indicates that neither empathy, nor 

understanding for the victim, after the manipulation have an influence on the willingness to 

continue communication when accounted for the pre-measures.  

 

 

 

Offender’s Willingness to Respond in a Video Message 

 

The fifth hypothesis theorizes that, if the offender has the chance to answer to the message 

of the victim, they are more likely to send a video themselves when they have received a video. 

An ANOVA analysis with the willingness to send a video as the dependent and the group as 

the independent variable was conducted. The analysis indicates that there is no significant 

difference between the groups in the willingness to send a video [F(1,92)=0.67; p=0.42]. Thus, 

the fifth hypothesis was rejected. 
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Additionally, ANOVA analysis indicated no significant differences for the letter or video 

group with regard to the willingness to continue communication via letter or face-to-face or the 

general willingness to continue communication. 

In conclusion, the results generally fail to show a difference between the letter and the 

video condition but were able to show that generally, understanding has an effect on affective 

empathy.  
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Discussion  
 

Victim-offender mediation is a popular form of restorative justice and, with regard to 

traditional forms, a lot of research has been conducted to investigate its effectiveness. 

(Bradshaw et al., 2006; Hansen & Umbreit, 2018; M. Umbreit & Armour, 2010). However, 

research has also indicated that not all possible cases result in mediation and that both victim 

and offenders experience problems in the traditional forms of VOM, (Choi et al., 2010; Hansen 

& Umbreit, 2018; Umbreit et al., 2004). Therefore, the current research was aimed to explore 

a new form of digital communication in VOM. The scenario-based research investigated the 

effects of receiving a video from a victim on the offender, in comparison to the traditional form 

of communication through letters. Concretely, the study aimed to investigate whether receiving 

the video, in comparison to the letter, had an influence on the ability to understand the victim’s 

experience and the empathy for the victim, and if those then have an influence on the 

willingness to continue in further communication. However, the study overall failed to show a 

significant difference between the groups.  

 The first finding indicates that receiving a video has not proven to be able to understand 

the victim's experiences better than receiving a letter. Following the research by Stel et al., 

(2016) it was theorized that the ability to see the victim enables the natural human behaviour 

of mimicry which in turn increases understanding and empathy. Furthermore, it was predicted 

that the input of visual and auditory features has an important effect on communication (Gökçay 

et al., 2009), and due to those understanding enabling features, a significantly larger increase 

was predicted for the video condition compared to the letter condition. 

 The second finding indicates that receiving a video has no influence on the empathy 

experienced for the victim. This finding goes against the expectation. Based on the research 

(Cuff et al., 2016; Davis, 2018; Stel et al., 2016), the general prediction was that empathy is 

facilitated to a greater extent when the participant sees the emotional victim. However, the 

video failed to significantly increase the empathy compared to the letter.  

 Both findings go against the theorized predictions. One possible explanation for these 

findings is that the pre-scores for both empathy for the victim, and the understanding were 

already extremely high. Therefore, the participants already felt empathy and understanding to 

a large extend, and thereby, the manipulation of the letter or video failed. A possible explanation 

for the high scores of empathy might be the chosen scenario. In the scenario, the participant is 

definitely responsible for the accident, as they used the phone and by their actions harmed a 

fellow citizen. Čehajić and colleagues (2009), for instance, indicate that responsibility for past 
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wrongdoings can be a predictor for empathy. Moreover, in the given scenario it might have 

been too easy to imagine how the victim feels, even without the letter or the video. Additionally, 

one explanation why the victim failed to increase the empathy in the video might be that the 

victim was played by a fellow psychology student and therefore the acting skills might have 

been a confounding variable. Hereby, it is interesting to take the research by Stel and Vonk 

(2009) into account which has demonstrated that the effectiveness of mimicry is affected by the 

perception of the emotions as real. Thus, if the participant did not believe that the expressed 

emotions were real, it can have a negative effect empathizing and especially cognitive empathy. 

Moreover, as the study was also distributed over the subject pool of the BMS faculty it is 

possible that participants knew the actress, and this could have also had an effect on the 

believability of the expressed emotions. 

The third hypothesis, which theorized that an increase in understanding will cause an 

increase in empathy (Cuff et al., 2016; Davis, 2018; Stel et al., 2016), is in line with the 

literature. As a part of empathy concerns the perspective-taking ability, this is positively 

affected by the ability to understand the victim's experience clearly. This result indicates that, 

for scenarios in which the victim is less easily imaginable, for instance when the offense is less 

easily imaginable or the offense was not an accident, making the perspective of the victim clear 

and understandable might have an impact on the offender's empathy for the victim. 

With regard to the theorized mediation of an increased willingness to continue 

communication due to increased understanding and empathy, the already discussed inability of 

the video compared to the letter to enable both better understanding and feelings of empathy 

enable the conclusion that those two factors cannot explain a possible mediation. Moreover, the 

analysis of all participants regardless of having received the letter or the video showed that 

empathy and understanding for the victim after manipulation did not have an effect on the 

willingness to continue communication. These findings go against expectations but is again 

explained due to the failure of the manipulation.   

Furthermore, the last findings indicate that for the different groups, there is no difference 

in the willingness to continue communication independently on the form of communication 

chosen. These findings go against the prediction, as it was assumed that people who have 

received a video, and thereby, have experienced the possible advantages of a video message 

perceive it as a more valuable communication tool, compared to a letter and are willing to send 

their own video. This can be explained by the set-up of the questionnaire. The participants were 

able to select all three forms of communication for their hypothetical further communication 
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and this might have caused them to select all without strongly considering the advantages and 

disadvantages of a single method.  

 Overall, the findings indicate that understanding for the victim has an effect on empathy. 

For the success of mediation, empathy is an important variable as it can change the attitude of 

the offender towards the victim and it is one of the predictors for pro-social and regulating 

behaviour (Choi et al., 2010; Howell et al., 2012; Silke et al., 2018).  

 

 

Limitations and Further Research 

 
The study aimed to explore the use of videos as a communication tool in VOM and how 

empathy and understanding can influence the willingness to continue communication. The 

study showed that understanding has a significant effect on the empathy for the victim. One big 

limitation of the current study was that most participants already had high scores of empathy 

and understanding after reading the scenario and before the manipulation. Thereby, it was not 

possible for either the video nor the letter to make a significantly different impact between the 

groups in the pre and post measures. This could be due to the obvious wrongdoing in the given 

scenario. As above-stated research (Čehajić et al., 2009), has shown that responsibility taking 

for the wrongdoing can be predicting for empathy. Further research should, therefore, explore 

the variable of responsibility taking and its effect on empathy and also use scenarios in which 

it is possible to feel less responsible for the victim in the beginning. For instance, the often-

used bar fight scenario (Ekrod, 2018; Exum, 2002; van Gelder et al., 2019), might be more 

suitable, as the latter by accident injured victim is flirting with your partner and therefore a 

bigger lack of understanding and empathy is expected. Another possibility might be a scenario 

in which the offender acts out of need and with a purpose and not by accident, as this might 

diminish the from the beginning on felt empathy.    

 Additionally, the current research only compared the letter mediation with the new 

form of video communication However, the most common form of VOM is face-to-face 

mediation, and to thoroughly assess the effectiveness of videos in VOM further research has 

to take this form into account.   

 Further research should also investigate how communication can be continued. Even 

though the current study failed to show a difference in the chosen form of communication 

between the groups, participants were asked to explain their choice of form. With regard to 

the non-willingness to make a video for the victim, different reasons where mentioned. Those 
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included that a video might feel impersonal or not sincere enough, people do not feel 

comfortable making videos of themselves, that it might be one-sided or lead to 

misunderstandings. The current research was not aimed to qualitatively explore the reasons to 

prefer certain forms of communication. However, the concerns given by the participants give 

valuable starting points to be investigated further in order to explore the reasons people are 

unwilling to communicate via video and how to influence those factors. Therefore, further 

research might focus on other forms of digital communication, such as video chats. Those 

might be able to take the advantages of a video, for instance, the increase of information due 

to non-verbal clues, but also enable an experience that is more similar to face-to-face 

communication and more personal. Thereby, offering a better opportunity to engage with the 

other party without the drawbacks of feeling uncomfortable being recorded on video or feel 

like the material is too one-sided.  

 

 

Implications 
 

The conducted study was aimed to explore the field of digital communication in VOM. 

More precisely, the effects on the willingness to engage in further communication after 

having received the first video from the victim. Even though the study was not able to show 

that a video is more effective than a letter, it was able to show that generally understanding 

has a significant influence on the empathy experienced. Therefore, especially for cases of 

VOM in which the situation is not as clear as in the used scenario, letting the victim explain 

their side and their experiences can be beneficial for the experience of empathy, which in turn 

has shown through the literature to have effects on pro-social behavior (Howell et al., 2012).. 

Therefore, for the practice of VOM, it is reasonable to argue that feelings of empathy for the 

victim should be supported by facilitating the understanding for the victim, to increase the 

willingness to continue in VOM and thereby, enable offenders and victims to benefit from the 

positive outcomes of successful VOM. 
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Appendix A 
Scenario Texting while driving 
 
Imagine the following scenario: 
It is late in the evening. You have spent most of your evening at the library with three fellow 
students. You have been working on a group assignment. The work was really demanding, 
and you all could not agree on the best way to approach it. You all decide to work a bit more 
at home and to meet again tomorrow. You are a bit annoyed and decide to go home now.  
You get into your car and drive home. You drive for a bit and see a new message on your 
smartphone. It is a message from one of the group members. You bet he is writing an excuse 
to not attend the meeting tomorrow. You take your phone and read the message. You hear the 
bell of a bicycle. You look up and see a cyclist crossing the street in front of you. You try to 
stop the car but you still hit the cyclist.  
You hit a young woman on her bicycle. You get out of the car and call an ambulance. The 
young woman has broken her leg and has to go to the hospital.  
  
LATER: 
You are charged for texting while driving which resulted in an injury. This could result in a 
financial fine or even prison time. Instead of following the traditional court process, you are 
offered to participate in victim-offender mediation (VOM).  
  
VOM is a form of mediation in which you can engage in communication with the victim. You 
can listen to each other’s narratives, apologize and could come up with your own restitution 
agreement.  
  
You agree to participate.  
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Appendix B 
 

Letter of the Victim 
 
“The accident changed my life. I feel so scared since it happened. Even though, my leg is fine 
now, I honestly can’t go anywhere by bike anymore without feeling like something bad will 
happen. Every time I sit on a bike, I get this overwhelming feeling that something bad will 
happen. I don’t know, I actually rather stay home then leave the house. That night it was just 
so scary when I saw you and I realized you weren’t stopping like you were supposed to. I 
understand that it was an accident, but I my life just hasn’t been the same anymore.” 
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Appendix C 
Items of the questionnaire  
 
Empathy for the victim 

1. I feel sorry 
2. I feel sympathy 
3. I do not feel touched (R) 
4. I feel compassion 
5. I do not feel much pity (R) 
6. I am quite touched by the things that happened 
7. I do not feel guilty about what happened (R) 
8. I am not really concerned (R) 
9. I am suffering 
10. What happened does not bother me (R) 
11. I feel helpless 
12. I feel pain 
13. I want to understand the perspective of the victim 
14. I feel that the victim is suffering 
15. I feel that the victim is afraid 
16. I feel that the accident affected the victims life 
17. I try to see the victim's side 
18. I care for the victim 

 
 
Understanding of the Victim’s side 

1. I understand the side of the victim 
2. I take the perspective of the victim 
3. I can imagine how the victim felt because of the accident 
4. I have a clear idea about the experience of the victim 
5. I find it difficult to see things from the victim’s point of view (R) 
6. I can perceive the emotions of the victim 

 
Further communication 

1. I want to write a letter for the victim  
2. I want to make a video for the victim 
3. I want to meet the victim face-to-face 
4. I do not want to continue communication  
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Appendix D 
Informed Consent 

Dear participant,  
thank you for taking part in this survey. In this study we are interested in the feelings of 
offenders after a crime. In this survey you will read a scenario in which we ask you to 
imagine being the offender. We kindly ask you to read the scenario and questions carefully 
before you proceed to answer them. This survey will take approximately 20 minutes to 
complete. Your data will be processed anonymously; participation is voluntary, and you can 
withdraw from the research at any given time, without explanation. If you have any questions, 
please feel free to contact me via m.meeners@student.utwente.nl 
 
Kind regards 
Michelle  
 

I hereby declare that I read the information about the study and I know that participation is 
voluntary, that data will be processed anonymously and that I can withdraw from the study at 
every moment: 
 

Thank you very much for your participation.     
 

 

Debrief after completion 

The research was aimed to examine the effectiveness of video messages in comparison to a 
letter in VOM and how those influence offenders’ feelings of empathy for the victim and the 
understanding of the victim’s side and how those further affect the willingness to continue 
communication. 
 
Please, indicate if now that you know the true aim of the study, you want to withdraw from 
the study. If you do so your data will be removed. 
 

If you have any further questions concerning the research, feel free to contact me.  
 

 


