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Abstract: This study explored law enforcement members’ empathetic engagements with primary survivors of trauma.
Informants were 15 South African Police Service members from a rural district of the Limpopo (females = 26.6%;
constables = 13.3%). Unstructured open-ended and follow-up telephone interviews, field notes, and diaries were used as
data-collection methods. Data were analysed following the Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis guidelines. Emergent
themes indicated that law enforcement members engage in three types of empathy, namely affective, cognitive, and
cognitive-affective empathy when called upon to help survivors of trauma. Their affective empathy involved police
members’ emotional connection with the survivors. The cognitive empathy entailed an understanding of the survivors’
circumstances and trauma. The cognitive-affective empathy combines elements of cognitive (understanding) and affective
(emotional connection) empathy. These findings are significant in informing the nature of police–survivor engagements
with traumatic cases for survivor empowerment.
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Introduction
Police work may entail exposure to victims’ unpredictable
critical incidents, which requires mental strength, bal-
ance and flexibility to manage without being affected
(Bloksgaard & Prieur, 2021). In many ways, police
engagement with victims of trauma is an occupational haz-
ard, which could result in vicarious trauma (VT) (Gumani,
2017, 2022; Pearlman & Saakvitne, 1995b; Sinclair &
Hamill, 2007; Tabor, 2011). Important police compe-
tencies in engaging trauma victims (hereafter survivors)
would require empathy expression towards the trauma
survivors (Bober & Regehr, 2006)—an element of care
that is embedded in their work (Figley, 1995). Empathy
is other-help oriented to relieve others of distressing situ-
ations. Sympathy is self-help oriented, aimed at relieving
personal distress and leads to trauma reactions, including
VT (Hojat et al., 2009). However, it is unclear how police
working with trauma survivors employ empathy to assist
trauma survivors’ recovery. This study aimed to explore
how South African police engaged in empathy in their
work with trauma survivors.

Police empathetic engagements with trauma survivors
Types of empathy include affective, somatic, cogni-
tive and cognitive-affective empathy. Affective empathy
involves emotional connections with trauma survivors
(Hojat et al., 2009; Inzunza et al., 2022). Somatic empathy
is with observable, physical manifestations and physio-
logical reactions (Rothschild, 2006). Cognitive empathy
is an understanding of trauma survivors’ situations in a
helping role (Hojat et al., 2009; Inzunza, 2015), while
cognitive-affective empathy combines cognitive and affec-
tive empathy through fusing understanding and emotional
connection (Hojat et al., 2009). Police members’ com-
munity custodian roles require expression of empathy

through positivity, respect, dialogue, trust and justice
during engagements with community members. This is
unlike the warrior type of policing propagated by the
public media, focused on crime reduction without trustful
engagements with community members (Bloksgaard &
Prieur, 2021; Giles et al., 2024; McCaffery & Richardson,
2022).

By definition, police members’ daily operations
involve interpersonal relations (Inzunza, 2015; Matthias
et al., 2024), calling on empathic understanding and
emotional support in their first responders’ roles (Wasser-
mann et al., 2019). To the extent that the police
have empathic skills, they are better able to handle
difficult situations and prevent conflicts with profession-
alism and a sense of humanity (Bloksgaard & Prieur,
2021; Inzunza, 2015; Inzunza et al., 2022; Jakobsen,
2021). Empathy requires perceiving survivors as human
beings who need assistance (Lorei & Balaneskovic,
2023), requiring the police to make responsible decisions
(Inzunza, 2015).

Their cognitive and empathic ability to notice pain in
another person may lead to being sympathetic and having
emotional contagion (Figley, 1995; Inzunza et al., 2022).
Without marginal empathy competences, police would
fail in their role in trauma survivor empowerment and
support (Fedina et al., 2018; Gezinski, 2020; Govender &
Pillay, 2022; Keys, 2024; Matthias et al., 2024; Noray, In
press; Rono, 2022; Saxton et al., 2021; Serrano-Montilla
et al., 2021; Ulo, 2021).

The context of work matters to the empathic engage-
ment of police with trauma survivors, showing that those
in rural settings may be less well served. Rural areas
have a lower police presence (Matthias et al., 2024), and
there presently is little research interest in rural crime and
policing (Clack & Minnaar, 2018).
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Theoretical foundations. The theory of mind (ToM) is
relevant to explaining how police may perceive and under-
stand trauma survivor situations through empathy (Inzunza
et al., 2022). The constructivist self-development theory
(CSDT) denotes that police should have competencies
to constructively engage trauma survivors; otherwise, VT
may result as they stand in the shoes of the survivors
(Basu et al., 2020; Moulden & Firestone, 2007; Pearlman
& Saakvitne, 1995a, 1995b). That way, the police members
would experience the emotional trauma reactions observed
in the survivors, as they view themselves as the “saviours”
of the survivors (Figley, 1995; Sabin-Farrell & Turpin,
2003). Therefore, they recall survivors’ trauma materials
as their own (Moulden & Firestone, 2007), thus experi-
encing compassion fatigue (Figley, 1995; Jenkins & Baird,
2002). These result in trauma survivor-helper identification
(identifying with and feeling sympathy for the survivors,
thus having a sense of responsibility towards the survivors
by adjusting own behaviour and lifestyle to accommo-
date the survivors) (Figley, 1995; Sabin-Farrell & Turpin,
2003), thus showing more empathy towards the survivors
(Pross, 2006; Rodrigo, 2005). However, police members’
intrapersonal outcomes with trauma survivors (how the
service provider responds to circumstances emotionally
and cognitively) and interpersonal outcomes (verbal and
non-verbal behaviours towards the survivor aimed at help-
ing) (Jakobsen, 2021) are less well known in developing
country rural communities.

The South African Context
South Africa’s policing agency, South African Police Ser-
vice (SAPS), was changed from a military force during the
apartheid regime to a civil community resource (Goven-
der & Pillay, 2022). Its focus is operational policing
(working with and assisting survivors during critical inci-
dents) (Rees & Smith, 2008; South African Police Service
Annual Report, 2010/11; Sekwena et al., 2007). The police
role is thus community policing and victim support (SAPS
Act No. 68 of 1995; SAPS Amendment Act No. 83 of
1998; SAPS Amendment Act No. 57 of 2008), which is
enhanced through visible policing (proactive, accessible
policing in communities) (SAPS Annual Report, 2010/11).
The SAPS, therefore, operates within the victim empower-
ment programme (VEP), a victim-friendly criminal justice
system aimed at providing a range of intersectoral, mul-
tidisciplinary, and comprehensive services to empower
trauma survivors to deal with traumatic incidents (Depart-
ment of Social Development, 2009). The South African
Service Charter for Victims of Crime also underscores the
police role in improving service delivery and upholding
survivors’ rights (Department of Justice and Constitu-
tional Development, 2007). These roles require the police
to have empathy capabilities for handling stressful sit-
uations when engaging with trauma survivors (Beagley
et al., 2018; Inzunza, 2015; Montealegre-Cerrato, 2022).
Unfortunately, community members’ confidence in the
police, including SAPS members, is decreasing due to
a lack of empathy (Matthias et al., 2024). This hinders
community policing, as research globally and in Africa,
including South Africa, reports of non-empathetic police–
survivor engagements like police brutality, corruption, and

secondary victimisation (Inzunza, 2015; Inzunza et al.,
2022; Lorei & Balaneskovic, 2023).

Goal of the study
The study aimed to explore empathy among operational
SAPS members in their trauma survivor services in a
rural South African community. The study was guided by
the following questions: (i) What are the ways in which
empathy is expressed when police members engage with
trauma survivors? and (ii) What impact does empathy have
on police members?

Method

Research design
The study employed Interpretative Phenomenological
Analysis (IPA) (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014). IPA is
appropriate for exploratory studies aimed to understand
the subjective, lived experiences and personal meanings
of people, and in this case, the empathy competencies
among operational SAPS members when engaging with
and assisting trauma survivors of rape, domestic violence,
murder and road accidents.

Participants and setting
Purposive sampling was used to select 15 operational
police members in the rural district in the northernmost
part of Limpopo province. The police members worked in
various trauma survivor units, including Family Violence,
Child Abuse and Sexual Offences (FCS), and Domestic
Violence, Field Training, Social Crime Prevention and
Detective Service. By socio-demographics, their age range
was 27 to 55 years, of which four were females and
seven were males. Table 1 provides an overview of the
participants’ demographic information.

Data collection and trustworthiness
The police completed unstructured individual interviews.
The main interview question was: What are your expe-
riences of working with survivors of trauma? This was
supplemented by follow-up questions on empathy and
diaries for additional data. For credibility and trustwor-
thiness of the data, member checking through telephone
follow-up interviews was used to verify the completeness
and representativeness of the findings. Data, methods,
and theoretical triangulation; checking of themes by other
researchers; and thick descriptions of the phenomenon
under study were used (Bryman, 2008). Data collected in
participants’ languages were back-translated to retain the
original meaning. The interviews lasted for 45 to 60+ min
(Franchuck, 2004).

Procedure
Ethical clearance for the study was obtained from the
University of South Africa (Reference Number: PERC-
2008R). The SAPS granted permission to collect data
from the identified police stations (Reference Number:
2/1/2/1). Participants consented to the study in writing with
assurances of anonymity and confidentiality. They were
also informed of their right to withdraw from the study at
any stage without reprisal. The interviews were conducted
at the workplaces of the participants in their languages and
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Table 1. Demographic details of participants

Item Description

SAPS programmes Visible policing and detective service
Police units FCS/Domestic Violence (n = 7); Field Training (n = 1); Social Crime Prevention

(n = 1); Detective (n = 6)
Police ranks Superintendent (n = 1); Captain (n = 1); Inspector (n = 10); Sergeant (n = 1);

Constable (n = 2)
Work experience 7 months to 24 years
Gender Male (n = 11); Female (n = 4)
Age range 27 to 55 years
Marital status Single (n = 4) and married (n = 11)
Level of education Grade 10 to a university degree
Religious affiliation Christianity

in English, in accordance with their preferences, to ensure
that the participants were comfortable and free to express
their views. Data were transcribed verbatim.

Data analysis
Data were analysed according to the following IPA
guidelines of Pietkiewicz & Smith (2014) to reflect the
participants’ realities: (i) analysing the content, language,
context, relationships and time by reading each transcript
several times; thus, generating interpretation notes and
analytical memos; (ii) coding these into meaning units
for conceptual understanding; (iii) comparing and clus-
tering incidents in the data to form superordinate and
subordinate themes to show similarities and differences
concerning individual experiences; and (iv) interpreting
and contextualising themes in literature.

Findings and Discussion
The following themes characterise how police members
express empathy when engaging with trauma survivors
during critical incidents: Affective empathy with trauma
survivors, cognitive empathy with trauma survivors,
and cognitive-affective empathy with trauma survivors.
The following sections elaborate on the themes with
discussion.

Theme 1. Affective empathy with trauma survivors
The police members spoke of emotional connection to
trauma survivors, recognising similar trauma from pre-
vious other cases and in their own lives. Under this
broad theme, the police members’ responses comprised the
following three sub-themes: Experiencing the same emo-
tion as the survivors, experiencing independent negative
emotions, and experiencing sympathy for the survivors.
Experiencing the same emotion as the survivors

Some members found themselves experiencing the
same emotions as the trauma survivors they were helping
in cases of domestic violence, particularly physical assault
of women, and gang rape of a child. This is what some of
the police members expressed:

. . .having domestic problems. . . After making the pro-
tection order application, I took her. . . for. . . medical
treatment. . . I felt the same pain that the woman felt. I put
myself in her position. . . I felt that if it were me, I would
not know what to do with the pain. . . when I saw it. . . I

took that pain from her and applied it to myself (Female,
FCS/domestic violence inspector)

My heart was hurt when I thought of the girl being
raped by eight boys. . . I asked her. . . “How many times
do you think each of these boys raped you?” and she
said, ‘Each boy raped me twice.’ When I work on a case,
I put myself in the victim’s position. This then helps me
to work on the case with vigour. . . to make follow-ups on
the case. . . I feel the same pain that the victim feels as I
would be feeling as though the perpetrator did something
to me. . . (Male, detective inspector)

Two of the members highlighted having the trauma that
they have experienced in their own lives being reawak-
ened, in the form of pain, when observing and hearing
trauma survivors sharing experiences. The following were
their reflections:

I used to preach to the people [colleagues] saying
“You guys do the correct thing. . . repeating to my second-
in-command. . . I know what pain is. Pain cannot be
understood unless someone has experienced it. I was a
victim before. . . a victim in many types of crime. . . (Male,
FCS/domestic violence superintendent)

. . .by helping the victim to calm down. . . It affects my
mind because when the victim tells me her problem of
domestic violence, I start to recall that I have also gone
through the same problem. The experience comes back
to my mind while I am helping the victim. . . I have also
come across this and it is painful (Female, field training
sergeant)
Experiencing independent negative emotions

While an understanding of the survivors’ circum-
stances was reported, emotional distress and various other
forms of pain, being hurt and affected and experiencing
intrusions were experienced when handling cases of phys-
ical and sexual assault as well as murder of women and
children. The following are the police members’ accounts:

. . .when she asked the husband to use a condom during
sexual intercourse he agreed, but when he used it, he
pierced the condom underneath. . . this was not pleasing to
her. . . It was painful to me. . . This man. . . drove him and
the wife hastily to death. . . It was for the first for me hear-
ing of such a story. . . We. . . go to community meetings. . .
to address the people. . . (Female, FCS/domestic violence
inspector)
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. . .we took her to hospital, opened a docket and she
received proper treatment. . . beaten with a fist. . . there is
a month that we dedicate to educating men about abusing
women. . . When I see a woman injured to that point. . . It
did not feel good. . . it is painful. . . (Male, FCS/domestic
violence inspector)

. . .such as the domestic violence cases, affect and hurt
us. . . when a victim tells you what happened and is crying
at the same time. I must start by helping the victim to calm
down and sit down (Female, field training sergeant)

. . .you are serving the community. The community puts
all its trust in you. . . case involved the murder of a young
child. . . she was firstly raped and then murdered. . . When
I saw this. . . I felt severe pain because of the way the child
was murdered. . . I felt like I was dreaming. . . see a picture
of the things that I saw at the crime scene while seated
(Male, detective captain)
Experiencing sympathy for the survivors

The members expressed pity and their focus on helping
the survivors to recover from the aftereffects of domestic
violence after observing the survivors’ conditions and
listening to their stories. Examples of their reflections
include the following:

When I listened to their story. . . the wife was. . . injured
as the husband had beaten her up. . . badly injured that I
felt pity for her. . . I. . . showed the woman her rights. . . to
open a case. . . a protection order. . . If it were me, I would
have opened a case and applied for a protection order. . .
I felt pain at that time when I saw it; I turned the situation
around and applied it to myself... if a person has bruises
or is swollen then it means that she felt a lot of things. . .
(Female, FCS/domestic violence inspector)

. . .a fight between a husband and wife. . . I felt that. . .
we should learn that a person should be faithful in mar-
riage, including myself. . . This did not treat me well at
all. . . When a person says that ‘I felt pain’. . . ‘I was
afraid’. I also feel the pain. I also feel sympathy for her. . .
(Male, social crime prevention inspector)

From these accounts, it was apparent that exposure to
the survivors’ familiar circumstances fitted with the police
members’ meanings (assimilation) (MacEachern et al.,
2019), while anticipation of unfamiliar circumstances of
domestic violence and gang rape (Pienaar et al., 2007) led
to the police members’ negative revision of their assump-
tions (and thus negative accommodation) (Basu et al.,
2020; Payne et al., 2007). High levels of empathy among
some police members, as is the case here, are linked to high
posttraumatic stress and depressive symptoms (Beagley
et al., 2018) while low levels of empathy may lead to
burnout thus affecting performance (Turgoose et al., 2017).
The association between work responsibilities and per-
sonal lives has also been reported in other police studies,
including the SAPS (Foley & Massey, 2021; Middleton
et al., 2022; Tehrani, 2007; Van Lelyveld, 2008), which
resembles empathic ability (Inzunza et al., 2022).

Theme 2. Cognitive empathy with trauma survivors
In this case, the police members reported empathy that
included voluntarily performing cognitive tasks of trying
to understand the survivors’ situations and engaging in

actions that were based on that understanding. This is
explained through the sub-theme below.
Voluntary cognitive tasks

Police members believed to exercise control over the
circumstances of domestic violence and sexual assault
and neglect of children. They perceived cognitive empathy
critical to their job description and accountability, which
included interviewing and taking survivors’ and witnesses’
statements, advising, counselling, referring, releasing pro-
tection orders against and arresting perpetrators, et cetera.
The following are some of the examples that were narrated:

. . .after realising the escalating crimes where women
were victims of abuse. . . most police members did not have
interest in working in this unit. I then said who is supposed
to police that type of a crime? . . .I volunteered as a single
member. . . carrying plus or minus 200 cases. . . working
by myself. . . recruiting more members to. . . join the unit. . .
a police inspector who was also involved in committing. . .

sexual abuse. . . involving his own children. . . my under-
taking was “I am a member of the police service” . . . I was
there to assist those who needed help. . . I don’t remember
saying that ‘I am now leaving the child protection unit.’
(Male, FCS/domestic violence superintendent)

. . .all sexual offences and child neglect. . . investi-
gating, taking statements and interviewing victims and
witnesses as well as all other people involved. . . linked to
domestic violence. . . a young man. . . beating up his family
members, expelled his mother from home and threatening
to kill his siblings by hacking them with an axe. A pro-
tection order was released against him. . . went to arrest
him. . . an abduction case of young people. . . The father
was. . . admitted to hospital... I must make sure that the
suspect is dealt with. . . the girl who was supposedly raped
by the father. . . her father told her and her siblings to leave
their home. . . I also threatened to arrest him. . . I told her
that death was not a solution. . . I referred her to a par-
ticular counsellor. . . social workers. . . psychologists. . .
(Female, FCS/domestic violence constable)

I have to switch over to the person’s situation in order
to assist. . . In some instances. . . we find that there was no
rape committed. . . When I work on a case. . . I put myself
in the victim’s position. . . to be able to make follow-ups on
the case because if I do not do so then I will feel as though
the victim’s situation is not a problem (Male, detective
inspector)

. . .we are compelled to go in there and check where
the wounds are. If I am questioned in court, then I should
not have evidence without reasons. . . I should have seen
everything to report. . . (Male, detective inspector)

As should be apparent from the interview evidence,
the police members displayed cognitive empathy by their
judgements at the crime scenes for a deeper understanding
of the trauma causing circumstances (perspective-taking)
(see also Hojat et al., 2009; Inzunza, 2015; Inzunza
et al., 2022; Jakobsen, 2021). In their cognitive empa-
thy expression, the police members prioritised resolving
the survivors’ situations without being overwhelmed by
the trauma materials they were exposed to (MacEachern
et al., 2019). Therefore, they cognitively assimilated the
survivors’ circumstances and trauma per case by allowing
information about and meaning of the survivors’ trauma
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into their pre-existing cognitive beliefs and efficiently
finding ways of intervening (Basu et al., 2020; Payne et al.,
2007). In summary, police cognitive empathy entails being
aware of oneself during police–survivor engagements and
gaining understanding of a survivor’s experience without
judging whether the experience is positive or negative for
oneself and thus not being distressed by it (Cao & Chen,
2020; Lorei & Balaneskovic, 2023).

Theme 3. Cognitive-affective empathy with trauma sur-
vivors
In some cases of domestic violence, road accidents, mur-
der and child neglect, police members expressed a sense
of combined sympathy and empathy, which symbolised
being conflated by survivors’ circumstances and trauma,
and complicated their work. These included the following:
Overwhelming cognitive tasks and sympathy vs. empathy.
Overwhelming cognitive tasks

The police members expressed a sense of over-
whelm when performing cognitive tasks for gaining an
understanding of the survivors’ situations of domestic vio-
lence, road accidents, and murder and performing aligned
actions. They reported emotional distress and a flooding
of intrusions for days to weeks in the forms of constant
thoughts, having mental pictures of what they perceived
and being in a dream-like state. Some reported to avoid
certain foods, sexual intercourse and similar actions, which
served as trauma cues or being “part of it”. This is what
they shared:

When I arrive at a scene and there is an odour, I will
inhale it all. . . It takes time for me to function normally. . .
compared to before I faced the corpse. . . it lasts for about
three to four days. . . I join it. I must be part of it for me
to work. . . I turn to be like the corpse... I will not be able
to eat porridge with meat for the rest of the day (Male,
detective inspector)

I spent about two to three weeks constantly thinking
about those things. . . I felt like I was dreaming. . . could see
a picture of the things that I saw at the crime scene while
seated. . . everything that I see with my eyes comes to the
mind. . . they can make the mind not to function properly. . .
(Male, detective captain)

When I ate, I recalled those things as though I could
smell that body. It was as though I still had the smell on
me. . . (Male, detective inspector)

There is usually blood all over the place. . . this dis-
turbs the mind. The picture of the child will also remain in
the mind for several weeks. When I see meat put in front
of me, the mind will recall that, hey! It is better to be
given green vegetables. . . I will not be able to have sexual
intercourse with my wife because. . . that picture will come
back. . . During the post-mortem... I will spend the whole
week without having the desire for sexual intercourse. . . as
it appears like what I saw at the scene. . . looking after a
corpse. . . I do not want to face it. . . go around the corpse
and mention anything that is missing and that is there
(Male, detective inspector)

. . .a woman was murdered by her husband by hacking
her on the head with an axe. . . This is what makes me
feel pain. . . also frightening to me. . . I wonder if such
a thing can be done to a human being. I cannot even

concentrate on my family when I am home after knocking
off. . . I wonder what is happening in this world and how
a person can do such a painful thing to another person. . .

I experience mental fatigue. We see things that we are
not supposed to see. . . unusual and frightening. . . (Male,
detective inspector)

. . .one case I found overwhelmingly frightening. A man
drove over about four pedestrians on a road and their legs
and arms were cut off. . . gather parts of their bodies. . . to
match each part with its body. . . Such. . . affect us as we
are also human. . . (Male, detective inspector)

I sometimes become afraid of attending to these
murders. . . I must transport the body. . . be with the doctor
in the post-mortem room. . . due to that fear I sometimes
ignore some of the most important things at the scene of
crime. . . (Male, detective inspector)

. . .when the person has been hacked. . . I must check
whether the private part is there. . . give a full report of
what I saw at the scene. . . I can look after the corpse the
whole day. . . This is what affected me. . . (Male, detective
inspector)

Some reported mutually shared feelings with the
trauma survivors having the potential for negative occur-
rences in their own (members’) lives. This is what one
member said:

. . .because I believed that they were advised to use
condoms to avoid the rapid spread of the virus [HIV] in
their bodies. This man thus made the spread of the virus
to be rapid... I felt like this man wanted to kill me. It
felt painful. . . like he was doing this to me and that he
wanted to have sexual intercourse with me without using a
condom. . . It was the first time for me hearing such a story.
I concluded that a person could kill you without physi-
cally assaulting you. . . (Female, FCS/domestic violence
inspector)
Sympathy vs. empathy

Several members expressed observing bizarre and
intolerable occurrences, including domestic violence and
child neglect, drawing a sense of sympathy for and with
the survivors. These were some of their reflections:

This person becomes my responsibility. . . the victim
phoning me at 10 o’clock at night. . . This will also cost
me my rest. I will start to think that if the situation is
traumatising the victim in this manner, then it means that
she is really affected by the situation. . . my day’s activities
are centred around this matter. . . This is the case that
made me to leave only five days after my leave started. . . I
drove the whole night as the victim would phone me even
around 01h00 at night. . . (Female, FCS/domestic violence
constable)

These cases [child neglect cases] mostly affect my mind
as I never stop thinking about them. Even when I am home,
I will be thinking about those children and what would
have happened had I not known about the situation. . .

Sometimes I use money out of my own pocket as I feel that
the victim’s situation is unbearable (Male, FCS/domestic
violence inspector)

. . .I work on cases as though they are mine, as I do this
for the community. This causes me to have stress... (Male,
FCS/domestic violence inspector)
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I felt tempted and even used personal resources to
assist the child. . . These are real experiences. It is not
like a book that you can just close. You carry these things
with you. . . The other case. . . involved a woman who was
hacked by her husband. I was not supposed to be sympa-
thetic towards her but be empathetic. This case affected
me. It made me to feel pain. I was also traumatised. . .

frightens me. Therefore, seeing the blood affected me. I
also felt angry due to what happened. . . (Male, social
crime prevention inspector)

Hojat et al. (2009) acknowledge that empathy and sym-
pathy often co-occur thus making a distinction between
cognitive and affective empathy difficult, which is the
case here. Dealing with unusual circumstances led to
the negative revision of the members’ assumptions about
people and the world in which they were serving (neg-
ative accommodation) (Basu et al., 2020; Payne et al.,
2007). Complications in the forms of various VT-related
reactions resulted.

Understanding of the survivors’ experiences of domes-
tic violence and neglect was accompanied by feeling
the same way that the survivors felt, which then tainted
their interventions (Hojat et al., 2009). Again, a sense of
responsibility towards the survivors as well as empathic
ability and empathic concern led to empathic responses
(executing compassionate acts like handling cases outside
working hours and using personal resources to care for the
survivors) (see also Figley, 1995), also known as “the cost
of caring” (Foley & Massey, 2021; Tehrani, 2007).

Implications for the police members’ empathy practices
The expression of the three types of empathy depended on
the following antecedents: the nature of the cases that were
handled (see Clack & Minnaar, 2018), importantly, police
members being engaged in personal and situational expe-
riences of trauma (see also Inzunza, et al., 2022; Richards
et al., 2021), and risking VT-related reactions (Sabin-Far-
rell & Turpin, 2003; Pearlman & Saakvitne, 1995a; Tabor,
2011). By implication, helping the police with empathy
skills for the proper handling of trauma cases with under-
standing of the survivors’ circumstances, and engaging
with them with the required degree of emotional and
situational control would lead to improved police–survivor
engagements (see also Bloksgaard & Prieur, 2021; Lorei
& Balaneskovic, 2023).

Regulations of empathic ability, concern and responses
as well as varying degrees of trauma assimilation and
positive accommodation would be helpful to responsive
police-survivor engagements (Basu et al., 2020; Pien-
aar et al., 2007). Police members’ actions for survivor
empowerment would be particularly important all the way
from case investigations, protection orders facilitation,
survivors counselling, referrals and consciousness-raising
(Department of Social Development, 2009). These align
with guardian policing and victim safety (Giles et al.,
2024; McCaffery & Richardson, 2022; Richards et al.,
2021).

Police vetting that considers empathy for efficient
operational policing is important (Bloksgaard & Prieur,
2021; Inzunza, 2015; Inzunza et al., 2022; McCaffery &

Richardson, 2022; Montealegre-Cerrato, 2022). Retrain-
ing of operational police members for empathy upskilling
in various police units and within cultural backgrounds
(Bloksgaard & Prieur, 2021; Gracia et al., 2014; Inzunza,
2015; Inzunza et al., 2022; McCaffery & Richardson,
2022; Rauch et al., 1994), as the CSDT alludes (Pearlman
& Saakvitne, 1995a), is necessary.

Limitations and future directions
The study’s small participant sample limited generalisa-
tions that could be considered in future quantitative studies
with bigger and more representative samples in the rural
districts in South Africa. Conducting the interviews at
participants’ workplaces could have also led to giving
socially desirable answers at some point.

Future studies could explore guardian policing, lev-
els of trauma assimilation and accommodation and work
engagement in enhancing the VEP agenda.

Conclusion
The study’s goal was achieved, namely, to highlight police
members’ empathetic engagements with trauma survivors
in a rural context. The study findings indicate that despite
all the negative reports about police (including SAPS)
members’ conduct, not all is lost! The members are
still committed to meeting the SAPS VEP’s objectives
through empathetic engagements despite encountering VT-
related reactions.
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