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Abstract 

This research investigates the roles and challenges faced by policewomen in child abuse 

investigations, focusing on their experiences. This research delves into the global and local 

context of child protection work. It examines the demand for child protection efforts, police 

responses in child abuse cases, and the specific functions and roles of policewomen in these 

cases. Findings were drawn from in-depth, semi-structured interviews with three 

policewomen, between the ages of 32 and 54, who engage in child abuse investigations after 

they were purposively selected. The participants' narratives were explored individually, 

highlighting their experiences, perspectives, and challenges in this demanding field. 

Interpretative phenomenological analysis, as utilised in the data analysis phase, revealed the 

superordinate themes that emerged from the participants' accounts: The emotional labour 

associated with policing child abuse, the long-term impact on policewomen, and the sources 

of strength that sustain the policewomen.  

Some of the key findings revealed the emotional challenges and toll of policing child abuse 

cases for policewomen, along with the potential for long-term impact. It also highlighted 

sources of strength, including collaboration, family support, and faith, which played essential 

roles in helping these policewomen cope with the demands of their emotionally challenging 

work. The study recommends prioritising policewomen’s mental and emotional well-being 

by providing access to counselling, mental health resources, and peer support programmes. 

This research deepens understanding of challenges and coping mechanisms of policewomen 

working in this challenging environment and also sheds light on the broader societal 

implications of their work on personal lives and relationships. 

Keywords: Child abuse, women police officers, trauma, child protection, 

interpretative phenomenological analysis, IPA, phenomenology, qualitative research. 

 

  

 
 
 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 



iv 

 

Table of Contents 

 

Declaration...................................................................................................................... i 

Acknowledgements ...................................................................................................... ii 

Abstract ........................................................................................................................ iii 

List of Figures ............................................................................................................. vii 

Chapter 1: Introduction ............................................................................................... 1 

1.1 Overview of the Study .......................................................................................................... 1 

1.2 Research Problem ................................................................................................................. 2 

1.3 Objectives of the Study ......................................................................................................... 2 

1.4 Research Question ................................................................................................................ 3 

1.5 Scope of the Study ................................................................................................................ 3 

1.6 Justification or Significance of the Study ............................................................................. 3 

1.7 Research Setting.................................................................................................................... 4 

1.8 Definition of Key Terms ....................................................................................................... 5 

1.9 Chapter Outline ..................................................................................................................... 6 

Chapter 2: Literature Review ...................................................................................... 8 

2.1 Overview of Literature Review ............................................................................................ 8 

2.2 The Context ........................................................................................................................... 8 

2.3 The Extent and Demand of Child Protection Work .............................................................. 9 

2.3.1 Globally ............................................................................................................. 9 

2.3.2 Locally ............................................................................................................. 10 

2.4 Police Responses in Child Abuse Investigations ................................................................ 10 

2.5 Specific Role of Policewomen in Child Abuse Cases ........................................................ 11 

2.5.1 Promotion of Advocacy and Prevention ......................................................... 11 

2.5.2 Support to Child Protective Services and Immediate Response ..................... 12 

2.5.3 Investigative Role and Victim Support ........................................................... 13 

2.6 Policewomen’s Special Function ........................................................................................ 13 

2.7 Policing As a Stressful Occupation..................................................................................... 15 

2.8 Specific Challenges Associated With Policing Child Abuse .............................................. 17 

2.9 Policing Child Abuse Cases: Implications for Policewomen ............................................. 18 

2.10 Summary ........................................................................................................................... 20 

 
 
 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 



v 

 

Chapter 3: Research Methodology ............................................................................ 21 

3.1 Overview ............................................................................................................................. 21 

3.2 Paradigmatic Assumptions.................................................................................................. 21 

3.3 Research Approach: Qualitative Research Approach ......................................................... 23 

3.4 Research Design: Phenomenological Approach ................................................................. 23 

3.4.1 Sampling and Recruitment .............................................................................. 24 

3.4.2 Quality Criteria ................................................................................................ 26 

3.4.3 Reflexivity ....................................................................................................... 27 

3.4.4 Data Collection Procedure ............................................................................... 27 

3.4.5 Data Analysis .................................................................................................. 29 

3.5 Ethical Considerations ........................................................................................................ 30 

3.6 Summary ............................................................................................................................. 32 

Chapter 4: Biographical Information of the Participants....................................... 33 

4.1 Overview ............................................................................................................................. 33 

4.2 The Research Participants ................................................................................................... 33 

4.2.1 Anya ................................................................................................................ 33 

4.2.2 Bea ................................................................................................................... 41 

4.2.3 Colleen............................................................................................................. 49 

4.3 Summary ............................................................................................................................. 53 

Chapter 5: Findings and Discussion .......................................................................... 55 

5.1 Overview ............................................................................................................................. 55 

5.2 Themes and Discussion....................................................................................................... 55 

5.2.1 Emotional Labour ............................................................................................ 56 

5.2.1.1 A Challenging Environment. ............................................................... 57 

5.2.1.2 Empathy and Compassion.................................................................... 58 

5.2.1.3 Catching and Caring. ........................................................................... 60 

5.2.2 The long-term impact of policing child abuse ................................................. 61 

5.2.2.1 The Conflict of Professionalism and Emotional Reactions. ................ 62 

5.2.2.2 Raising Their Own Children. ............................................................... 64 

5.2.2.3 Vicarious Trauma. ................................................................................ 66 

5.2.3 Sources of Strength ......................................................................................... 68 

5.2.3.1 Collaboration with Other Units. ........................................................... 68 

 
 
 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 



vi 

 

5.2.3.2 Policewomen’s Families as Sources of Strength. ................................ 70 

5.2.3.3 Faith as a Source of Strength. .............................................................. 72 

5.3. Summary ............................................................................................................................ 74 

Chapter 6: Conclusion ................................................................................................ 75 

6.1 Introduction ......................................................................................................................... 75 

6.2 Summary of Key Findings .................................................................................................. 75 

6.3 Recommendations ............................................................................................................... 76 

6.4 Strengths of the Study ......................................................................................................... 77 

6.5 Limitations .......................................................................................................................... 78 

6.6 Conclusions ......................................................................................................................... 79 

References .................................................................................................................... 81 

Appendices ................................................................................................................... 93 

Appendix A: Participant Information Sheet ............................................................................. 93 

Appendix B: Participant Consent Form .................................................................................... 97 

Appendix C: Permission From the Faculty Ethics Committee ................................................. 99 

Appendix D: Permission From SAPS ..................................................................................... 100 

Appendix E: Permission to Conduct Research in SAPS ........................................................ 101 

Appendix F: SAPS Undertaking ............................................................................................. 103 

Appendix G: Interview Guide ................................................................................................. 104 

Appendix H: Raw Data Example ............................................................................................ 106 

Appendix I: All Codes ............................................................................................................ 107 

Appendix J: Editor’s Certificate ............................................................................................. 138 

Appendix K: Declaration of Originality ................................................................................. 139 

Appendix L: Turnitin Digital Receipt ..................................................................................... 140 

Appendix M: Plagiarism Report ............................................................................................. 141 

 

 

  

 
 
 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 



vii 

 

List of Figures 

Figure 1: A summary of the superordinate themes and associated subordinate themes 

identified within this research study. 54 

Figure 2: A visual summary of the three superordinate themes and the related subordinate 

themes drawn from the analysis. 55 

  

 
 
 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 



1 

 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1 Overview of the Study 

One of the most common kinds of violence to which police officers must respond is 

child abuse. Typically, this abuse occurs in the home, which is meant to be a safe haven for 

children physically and emotionally. According to the World Health Organisation (WHO) 

(2022), one billion youngsters worldwide are exposed to domestic abuse. Often hidden from 

public view, child abuse places children in much higher danger in their homes, where they 

should feel safe. This abuse remains concealed from those who could assist the children, such 

as the police. This is problematic because police officers strive to protect children and combat 

abuse, but these cases often remain concealed and difficult to address. In general, the police 

play a vital role in assisting child abuse victims whose cases end up in the justice system 

where the child has become a victim of abuse, maltreatment or neglect. Child abuse and the 

investigation thereof are reported to be associated with high levels of trauma for both the 

victims and the investigators (Hovey et al., 2023). Thus, police officers who are in charge of 

investigating a child abuse case are at high risk of developing stress and trauma due to their 

involvement in the investigation and the sensitive nature of these types of cases. 

Police personnel frequently encounter situations involving child abuse because of 

their visibility in the community (Schut et al., 2020). For instance, they might be summoned 

to incidences of major physical harm to children, domestic violence, or child mortality. This 

means that officers may uncover instances of abuse while investigating other crimes, as child 

abuse is so often concealed from the eye of the public. During drug or other arrests, police 

officers may also see evidence of harm to a child. In child abuse cases, law enforcement’s 

duties include determining if a crime was committed, finding and detaining the suspected 

criminal, filing the appropriate charges, and taking the children away from their homes when 

their immediate safety is at risk (Weber, 2018). The initial law enforcement response is 

typically provided by the patrol officer and occasionally by a detective or investigator with 

expertise in investigating child abuse and neglect (Police Chiefs’ Association of Santa Clara 

County, 2023). 

In the past ten years, the field of child protection has grown, which has increased the 

amount of police personnel employed in divisions that specialise in conducting child abuse 

investigations (Ettinger, 2022). It has long been accepted that police officers must deal with a 

range of situations that may be frightening, unpleasant, or disturbing to some people 

(Redmond et al., 2023). Investigating child abuse often involves listening to distressing 
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accounts of abuse and viewing evidence of harm inflicted on young victims (Martin et al., 

2017). This exposure to trauma can have a significant emotional toll on police officers. Thus, 

investigating child abuse cases is a field of policing increasingly characterised as traumatic 

for police officers. This likely affects the investigating officers and exposes staff to adverse 

stress. Although this area of policing has seen a considerable rise in the number of child 

abuse cases, the effects of such work on the officers conducting the investigations remains an 

area rarely the focus of research. In a study of police officers in the USA, Violanti et al. 

(2016) found several areas of policing that may be highly traumatising to investigating 

officers. The study found that the most commonly occurring traumatic events for police 

personnel were cases in which family members and minors were involved, followed by 

events in which officers or citizens were at risk of serious injury or killed in primarily 

nonfamilial-related circumstances (Violanti et al., 2016). 

 

1.2 Research Problem 

Child abuse and neglect is a major issue not only on a global scale but also in South 

Africa (Badoe, 2017). South African police officers are often on the frontline in dealing with 

child abuse cases and protecting the victim. Retief (2013) asserts that one of the most 

widespread types of violence that police officers have to respond to is violence against 

children. Research on the experiences of police officers’ personal experiences regarding the 

policing of child abuse is largely unexplored. Foley and Massey (2021) pleaded with other 

researchers to start investigating the experiences of police officers in addressing child abuse 

because of the limited empirical studies undertaken. Even less research focuses on the 

experiences of women police officers and their reaction to cases of child abuse, even though 

policewomen are more adept at handling these cases (Retief & Green, 2015). This research 

aimed to gain an understanding of the experiences of women police officers concerning the 

policing of child abuse or maltreatment cases. 

 

1.3 Objectives of the Study 

In order to achieve the research aim, the following objectives were devised: 

 To gain a better understanding of how policewomen respond to child abuse cases; 

 To explore ways in which policewomen cope with conducting child abuse 

investigations; 
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 To broaden understanding of the meaning policewomen attach to the policing of child 

abuse. 

 To understand how these child abuse cases affect the policewomen’s lives and 

interpersonal relationships. 

 

1.4 Research Question 

The research question in this study was formulated as follows: How do women police 

officers experience the policing of child abuse? 

 

1.5 Scope of the Study 

The study will, therefore, focus solely on the experiences of women police officers 

and their involvement in policing child abuse. This research study will have a narrow and 

specific focus, centering exclusively on the experiences of women police officers and their 

roles in the context of policing child abuse cases. The study will delve deeply into the unique 

experiences, challenges, and perspectives of women within the police service who are tasked 

with responding to and investigating child abuse incidents. It will encompass a qualitative 

exploration of their narratives, emotions, and perceptions related to their involvement in child 

abuse policing. The study will exclude any investigation of the experiences of male police 

officers, as it seeks to provide an in-depth understanding of the distinct experiences of 

women in this particular context. Furthermore, the geographical and organisational context of 

the research will be clearly defined to ensure that the findings are contextually relevant and 

applicable. The study will not extend its scope to address other aspects of policing outside the 

domain of child abuse cases involving women police officers. 

 

1.6 Justification or Significance of the Study 

Learning about policewomen's perspectives and experiences of child abuse is 

essential to understanding their experiences of responding to child abuse incidents (Wright et 

al., 2006). Therefore, the emphasis of the research study was on the detailed investigation of 

policewomen’s experiences of policing child abuse. Findings from this study may assist in 

helping policewomen raise awareness of child abuse and its effects on South African 

children. In addition, it may provide the opportunity for women to voice their experiences in 

policing. In turn, the study may perhaps contribute to the existing knowledge of policing 
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child abuse cases and could also offer information for police personnel involved in these 

cases (Retief & Green, 2015). 

Child abuse can have detrimental effects that can significantly exhaust the healthcare 

system, law enforcement and the economy (Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2019). 

Apart from these effects, children who experience many forms of assault, whether physical, 

sexual or emotional assault, are at risk of developing various negative health, behavioural, 

and social problems (Hsiao et al., 2018). One of the most important responsibilities the police 

perform is keeping children safe. Thus, every police officer and staff member must be aware 

of their duty to protect children in their daily work. Therefore, police officers are responsible 

for safeguarding children and stopping abuse. In their function as officers, they can try to end 

child abuse by safeguarding the child, maintaining the peace, and upholding the law 

(Edwards, 2019).  

According to Millar et al. (2021), police officers’ past experiences and responses 

toward child abuse cases are essential in future responses to child abuse cases. However, only 

a few research studies attempt to describe and understand police experiences of policing child 

abuse. What remains unexplored is how policewomen experience responding to a child abuse 

case, and there is a need for first-hand accounts from women officers and how they 

experience the task of policing child abuse. The study will, therefore, focus solely on the 

experiences of women police officers and their involvement in policing child abuse. This will 

allow the researcher to understand better how policewomen experience and make sense of the 

complex phenomenon of policing child abuse. Studying policewomen’s experiences policing 

child abuse cases is essential for fostering a more inclusive, compassionate, and effective 

response to these critical incidents. Their unique perspectives can help shape better policies, 

training, and practices, ultimately leading to better outcomes for child victims and the 

communities they serve. 

 

1.7 Research Setting 

The research setting for this study is specific and confined to the environment in 

which women police officers engage in policing child abuse cases. The study will be 

conducted within the operational framework of the SAPS where these officers are actively 

involved in responding to and investigating child abuse incidents. The primary research 

setting comprises the police department who operates within a designated jurisdiction. The 

SAPS is responsible for maintaining law and order, including the investigation of child abuse 
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cases. The study's geographical context will be defined according to the location(s) where 

women police officers are actively engaged in policing child abuse. This may include specific 

cities, regions, or areas where child abuse incidents are reported and investigated.  

The research will be conducted within the day-to-day operational environment of the 

SAPS. It includes police stations, special units or divisions dedicated to handling child abuse 

cases, and any other relevant facilities where policewomen work. In addition, the specific 

research setting will focus on the handling of child abuse cases. This may encompass a range 

of child abuse types, such as physical, sexual, emotional, or neglect, and the processes 

involved in addressing them. Within this research setting, the study will specifically involve 

women police officers who are actively engaged in the investigation and response to child 

abuse incidents. These officers play a pivotal role in ensuring the safety and well-being of 

child abuse victims. The research setting will encompass the interactions between women 

police officers and child abuse victims, as well as potential perpetrators. It involves the 

various stages of the investigative process, including initial response, evidence collection, 

victim support, and legal proceedings. The study will also consider the internal policies, 

procedures, and practices within the law enforcement agencies that guide and govern the 

handling of child abuse cases, with a specific focus on how these impact women police 

officers' experiences. 

 

1.8 Definition of Key Terms 

Numerous terms frequently referred to throughout this study are defined below for 

transparency, dependability and clarity. 

Child abuse: “Any form of harm or ill-treatment deliberately inflicted on a child and 

included assaulting a child or inflicting any other form of deliberate injury to a child; sexually 

abusing a child or allowing a child to be sexually abused; bullying by another child; a labour 

practice that exploits a child; or exposing or subjecting a child to behaviour that may harm 

the child psychologically or emotionally” (WHO, 2022, p. 1). 

IPA: “The aim of interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) is to explore in 

detail how participants are making sense of their personal and social world, and the main 

currency for an IPA study is the meanings particular experiences, events, and states hold for 

participants” (Smith & Osborn, 2015, p. 53). 

Neglect: “The absence of sufficient attention, responsiveness, and protection 

appropriate to the age and needs of a child” (Parkinson et al., 2017, p. 4). 
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Trauma: “Trauma is the lasting emotional response that often results from living 

through a distressing event. Experiencing a traumatic event can harm a person’s sense of 

safety, sense of self, and ability to regulate emotions and navigate relationships” (Centre for 

Addiction and Mental Health, 2023, p. 1). 

Policewoman: “A female member of a police force” (Merriam Webster, 2023, p. 1). 

Secondary trauma: “Secondary trauma is a stress response in reaction to hearing 

about or [witnessing] the firsthand traumatic experience of another. Firsthand trauma can be 

in the form of emotional distress or physical pain” (Kubala, 2022, p. 1).  

 

1.9 Chapter Outline 

This research report is divided into six (6) chapters. 

Chapter 1 contains an introduction which offers the background to the study. This 

includes the aim of the investigation and research question, as well as the study’s justification 

and background. This chapter also includes an overview of the limits and delineations 

inherent in the study. 

Chapter 2 includes a contextualised review of the nature and extent of child abuse 

within an international and local context. This chapter discusses how South Africa’s police 

handle child abuse cases and why police members may be susceptible to negative stress. The 

chapter further highlights the importance of policewomen in child abuse investigations and 

why policewomen may be at risk of developing stress symptoms. 

Chapter 3 focuses on the methodology employed in this research and the 

paradigmatic point of departure. The research approach will be elaborated upon concerning the 

utilised theory of phenomenology. The methodology chapter also summarises the sampling 

procedure, data collection and analysis as well as ethical considerations. 

Chapter 4 includes the study's findings via an idiographic introduction to each of the 

participants involved in the study. 

Chapter 5 discusses the empirical data regarding the identified superordinate themes 

and the subordinate themes. The chapter will discuss the research findings and the identified 

literature. The discussion explores how the research findings contribute to, affirm and 

contrast with the literature reviewed in the second chapter. 

 

The conclusions and recommendations are presented in Chapter 6 and are based on 

the literature review and the empirical study findings. This chapter finally reflects the 
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limitations and potential contributions the research study has sought to make. Lastly, 

recommendations for future studies are provided, and the chapter concludes with a summary 

of the research study. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

2.1 Overview of Literature Review  

In order to gain a better comprehension of how policewomen experience the policing 

of child abuse, I reviewed the literature on specific challenges for policewomen in South 

Africa. Reviewing existing literature, I incorporated descriptions of what constitutes child 

abuse, including the various types and short- and long-term consequences of this offence. The 

definition of child abuse is important, as policewomen deal with various legislations, and 

these women have to respond to various forms of abuse. The chapter will follow a structure 

in which the background information on the issue of child abuse is provided, as well as 

policewomen’s function in child abuse cases and investigations. Following this, the chapter 

contextualises the stressful nature of policing these types of cases and the implications for 

policewomen involved in the investigation. This chapter, therefore, highlights the importance 

of understanding policewomen's unique challenges, investigative practices, support systems, 

and what it takes to respond to child abuse cases effectively and compassionately.  

 

2.2 The Context 

As defined above, child abuse may be understood as any act of commission that 

causes some kind of harm to the child (Gonzales et al., 2023). South African children may 

face a distinct combination of distinct types of child maltreatment, including physical -, 

emotional -, and sexual abuse, as well as child labour and exploitation, neglect and 

abandonment (Who, 2020). Child abuse's long-term effects include physical, psychological, 

behavioural and social consequences. Children facing this abuse may be at risk for leading a 

destructive life path characterised by continuous violence, criminality and alcohol or drug 

abuse (Weber, 2018). Child abuse not only has a serious lifelong effect but is a widespread, 

global problem (Levey et al., 2017). In addition, child abuse may have serious consequences 

not only for the victim but also for those who are responsible for investigating allegations of 

child abuse, such as the police (Brady, 2017). 

It is estimated that one in seven children between the ages of two and seventeen have 

experienced some form of physical, sexual, or emotional abuse or neglect in the 2022/2023 

year alone (Substance Abuse And Mental Health Service Administration, 2023). In South 

Africa, one in three children are victims of physical abuse and/or sexual abuse before they 

reach the age of eighteen (Strydom et al., 2020). This means that police must react to child 

abuse in a hostile and dangerous environment with many children at risk of exploitation. 
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Police officials have a unique task to protect children and take action against abuse. They can 

attempt to resolve cases of child abuse in their capacity as officers by protecting the child, 

keeping the peace, and enforcing the law (Hovey et al., 2023). However, child abuse and 

neglect crimes present unique issues and challenges to investigate because it is a major source 

of secondary stress and trauma among police officials (Brady, 2017).  

Policewomen have, throughout history, mainly been in charge of policing social 

crimes such as violence against women and children (Retief & Green, 2015). This means 

policewomen are becoming more experienced at attending to domestic violence victims in 

South Africa. Despite women officers’ particular skills in dealing with child abuse, there is a 

lack of studies on policewomen’s experiences in policing child abuse. The perceptions and 

views of policewomen about their experiences are important because they can facilitate a 

better appreciation of the lived experiences of women officers as well as how their 

experiences impact their relationships with others, their sense of self, and their careers 

(Wilson, 2016).  

 

2.3 The Extent and Demand of Child Protection Work  

2.3.1 Globally 

The number of children at risk of abuse and neglect is very high; for example, 

international studies demonstrate that nearly three-quarters of children (or 300 million 

children worldwide) between the ages of two and four regularly suffer emotional abuse or 

physical punishment by their parents or caregivers (WHO, 2022). It was also estimated that 

up to one billion children around the ages of two and seventeen years of age have 

experienced some form of physical, sexual, or emotional abuse or neglect in the year 2022 

alone, according to the WHO (2022). In addition, the WHO (2020) also reported that 

international data show that, on average, one in five women and one in thirteen men report 

experiencing sexual abuse as children. Furthermore, around 120 million young women and 

girls have suffered a certain form of coerced sexual contact (WHO, 2022). It is also estimated 

that around 40 150 homicide-related mortalities in children under the age of 18 years, of 

which some are most likely due to the physical consequences of child abuse (WHO, 2020). 

Even more concerning is that only a small number of these abused children will be referred to 

the police (Weber, 2018). 

In the same way, Bezuidenhout (2020) stated that these numbers might not provide a 

true reflection of the actual extent of child abuse and maltreatment as many child abuse 
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incidents go by unreported for several reasons such as fear of retaliation from caregivers, 

inadequate access to social services or distrust in the police. There is, however, an ongoing 

rise in referrals to the police for child protection cases (Moore et al., 2021). It is, therefore, 

vital that the police provide confirmation that they are constantly providing high-quality 

protection and safeguarding to all those who need their help. 

 

2.3.2 Locally 

On a local level, the police service has an enormous task of protecting children. The 

Optimus Study South Africa provided nationally representative data on the extent and impact 

of child sexual abuse in South Africa (2018). In the research mentioned above, 9,717 

adolescents (ages 15 - 17 years) were recruited locally from schools (n=4 086) and 

households (n=5 631). The Optimus Study SA shows that sexual abuse of youngsters and 

adolescents is prevalent: 36.8% of boys and 33.9% of girls reported some form of sexual 

abuse. Overall, 35.4% – one in every three teenagers – stated having experienced some form 

of sexual abuse at some point in their lives. All the children were interviewed and allowed to 

complete a confidential questionnaire independently (Artz et al., 2016). Of the 4 086 children 

interviewed in schools, 16.8% reported experiencing some sort of sexual abuse. However, of 

those same children who filled out a questionnaire themselves, 35.4% (or 1 399 children and 

adolescents) reported some sort of sexual abuse. Furthermore, according to Strydom et al. 

(2020), one in three children are victims of physical abuse and/or sexual abuse before they 

reach the age of eighteen. Those involved with child abuse cases must fulfil their duty in an 

extremely challenging environment where many children are at risk (Weber, 2018). 

 

2.4 Police Responses in Child Abuse Investigations 

The police have been involved in managing child abuse for a considerable amount of 

time, more than any other professional group (Martin et al., 2017). However, because they 

have two roles that can occasionally conflict—apprehending criminals and protecting 

children—controversy has frequently surrounded their work (Brady, 2017). The major 

responsibility for managing child abuse cases transferred from the police to child protective 

service units during the 1960s due to the quick implementation of reporting laws (Office of 

Children and Adult Services, 2019). However, the police can play a central role in protecting 

abused and neglected children. Police officers’ duties in situations of child abuse include 

investigating to determine whether a crime was committed, finding and capturing the 
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offender, and filing the appropriate charges. According to Retief and Green (2015), the police 

are on the frontline dealing with domestic violence and child abuse. They embody the state 

and act as a vital connection between the prosecution procedure and providing services to 

child abuse victims and their families. 

Since 1998, police officers in the SAPS have been held accountable for promoting 

reparations and preventing crimes against women and children using various strategies, 

including fostering trust among the public and police (Retief, 2013). Police officers’ personal 

experiences, especially those of policewomen, of policing child abuse cases are, however, 

largely unexplored. South African academics have been studying violence against women 

and children more frequently since the 1980s, and much has been published recently 

regarding the involvement and reactions of the police in these cases (Retief & Green, 2015; 

Hsiao et al., 2018). These researchers discovered that the entire topic is virtually unexplored 

in empirical studies, particularly concerning police officers’ personal experiences of policing 

child abuse cases. For instance, Retief and Green (2015), as well as Hsiao et al. (2018), urged 

researchers to conduct complete and in-depth examinations of police officers’ opinions and 

experiences in dealing with child abuse because there have not been many comprehensive 

empirical studies done to date. 

 

2.5 Specific Role of Policewomen in Child Abuse Cases 

The policewoman taking charge of the child abuse case may fulfil various roles. The 

following list includes some of the numerous roles that policewomen may fulfill in the 

reaction to child abuse and neglect, as discussed by Herbert and Bromfield (2017): 

 

2.5.1 Promotion of Advocacy and Prevention 

Police officers are in a great position to increase community awareness regarding 

child abuse and neglect since they are recognised as a symbol of public safety. The media and 

the general public will give much credence to their point of view on the matter. As a result, a 

large number of police officers actively participate in community education initiatives that 

aim to lower the probability of child abuse and neglect and promote reporting. Most 

preventative initiatives center on sexual abuse and are completed in educational settings. To 

be effective for most prospective victims, officers running such programmes must balance 

their presentations with information regarding abuse by family members and caregivers in a 

sensitised manner. Police personnel frequently encounter circumstances that seem to include 
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child abuse due to their visibility in the community or schools. For instance, the officer may 

observe signs of child abuse during drug arrests, domestic call-outs, or when the school asks 

the officer for assistance. In South Africa, police are required by law to report any suspicion 

of abuse or neglect (Herbert & Bromfield, 2017). 

 

2.5.2 Support to Child Protective Services and Immediate Response 

Support from law enforcement to child protection services is one area of cooperation. 

Caseworkers for child protection agencies occasionally have to travel to remote, hazardous 

areas and deal with people who are mentally ill, violent, or under the influence of drugs. 

Caseworkers typically lack special self-defence training, weapons, or on-site communication 

equipment like radios and cell phones. It is frequently required for police personnel to 

accompany child protection services (CPS) caseworkers when they conduct their 

investigations because of this and the stabilising influence that police members have on many 

persons. Depending on the site of the investigation, the time of day, or the history of the 

persons involved, law enforcement personnel may accompany CPS caseworkers. Sadly, 

inadequate support has led to several CPS caseworkers' deaths and numerous others' injuries 

(Herbert & Bromfield, 2017). 

 

The legitimacy of the police is likewise far more universally recognised than the 

legitimacy of the child protection services. When police ask to visit a young person who is 

allegedly the victim of maltreatment, child protection services caseworkers are frequently 

refused admission. The arresting officer is also well-positioned to carry out any court-issued 

standing orders. For instance, an offender who has previously been subject to restrictions by 

the court may be removed from the residence by the officer where permitted. In some cases, 

this could prevent the need to take a child away from his or her household. At times, the 

police can respond to emergencies more quickly than child protection services. A patrol unit 

can typically reach the location much more quickly than the child protection service or social 

workers, stabilising the situation. Caseworkers or police detectives can arrive if officials 

become aware of significant child abuse or if the perpetrator is attempting to escape with a 

child. While child protection services and social workers’ after-hours response is often 

limited, police are on duty around-the-clock (Herbert & Bromfield, 2017). 
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2.5.3 Investigative Role and Victim Support 

The police, the community’s criminal investigative agency, frequently have to look 

into the same occurrence involving the same individuals. This calls for a dual investigation in 

many places where child protection services and the police must try to avoid working in 

opposition to one another. A team approach with child protection services and police 

cooperating is preferable to prevent potential conflict and improve investigative results. 

However, there are instances of abuse where police professionals typically work alone or 

assume the primary responsibility, such as in child killings. Furthermore, the police officer 

may be needed to assist in preparing and supporting the young victim during the legal process 

in areas without victim witness services. This could mean just being accessible to a youngster 

who needs to talk about what is occurring during the trial, or it could entail taking the youth 

to the courtroom beforehand to show them around and to describe their roles (Herbert & 

Bromfield, 2017). 

 

2.6 Policewomen’s Special Function 

In the police service, women may play a noteworthy role. People frequently have faith 

in women police officers, particularly in cases of sexual and gender-based violence, i.e., 

“women trust policewomen when it comes to investigating gender-based violence cases,” 

which “eases and speeds the process of delivering justice” (Amora, 2019, p. 4). Evidence 

suggests that policewomen use a different policing approach, depend more on communication 

skills than physical force, and are less likely to engage in or intensify into situations involving 

excessive force (Miller & Segal, 2019). As a result, civil lawsuits or citizen complaints are 

much less likely to happen. Experiences from all over the world, including the South Africa, 

Rwanda, Kenya, Albania, Dubai, Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, the former 

Yugoslavia as well as the United States, have demonstrated the success of policewomen in 

this respect (Oruta et al., 2016).  

However, the implications of insufficient female officers are evident in most of the 

world’s nations (Brodeur, 2018). The underrepresentation of women significantly impacts the 

culture and operational effectiveness of the police in South Africa at all levels of the modern 

police agencies (Mushwana et al., 2019). Additionally, the few women police officers who 

are currently employed in the system may face a variety of difficulties, including 

organisational difficulties like transfers, housing, and low pay; personal difficulties like 

juggling work and family obligations; intense scrutiny; and professional difficulties like 
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bullying, sexual harassment, and discrimination (Violanti et al., 2016). Against this backdrop, 

this study aimed to learn about women's experiences in the police and then describe those 

experiences concerning policing child abuse cases. 

Policewomen appeared to be far more open to talk about their opinions and 

experiences about the policing of family violence in a study by Retief and Green (2015) that 

examined the difficulties in doing so. According to data gathered through interviews, women 

participants found it easier to respond to reports of family violence than their male 

counterparts (Retief & Green, 2015). This means that, whereas policemen do not develop the 

essential abilities and tend to have less practical experience dealing with domestic violence, 

policewomen are becoming increasingly adept at treating victims of domestic violence with 

the requisite decency and respect (Shen & Schulz, 2022). In general, policemen deal with 

“hard-core crimes” like murder, while policewomen handle “social crimes,” which mostly 

include vulnerable victims who are seen as being more “emotional” and “softer” in character 

(Retief & Green, 2015). 

There is a dearth of research on policewomen’s experiences in policing child abuse 

despite policewomen having unique skills in dealing with the issue. Policewomen’s opinions 

and viewpoints are crucial because they help us understand how women officers’ lived 

experiences affect their interpersonal connections, sense of self, and professional careers 

(Retief, 2013; Veldman et al., 2017; Shen & Schulz, 2022). These authors assert that 

policewomen have the most expertise in dealing with violence against women and children. 

According to Violanti et al. (2016), there is an implicit understanding among police officers 

that historically, policewomen have taken the initiative when responding to a report of child 

abuse. Male police officers frequently acknowledge that women are more adept at handling 

social work-related difficulties and that it is generally accepted that the policewoman handles 

sensitive cases, particularly those involving youngsters (Retief & Green, 2015). Because 

policewomen frequently respond to crimes against women and children, their chance of 

developing traumatic symptoms may be increased (Wright et al., 2006). In addition, being a 

police officer and a mother simultaneously can add significant stress and challenges to a 

person’s life. Balancing the responsibilities of being a police officer, which often involves 

dealing with high-pressure situations and unpredictable work hours, with the duties of being a 

mother, which demands constant care, attention, and emotional support for the children, can 

be emotionally and physically taxing (Agocs et al., 2015). 
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2.7 Policing As a Stressful Occupation  

Due to the rigorous and dangerous nature of the police job, being a police officer is 

regarded as one of the world’s most stressful careers (Wasserman et al., 2019). Officers are 

frequently exposed to upsetting events that significantly negatively influence their physical 

and mental health (Craddock & Telesco, 2022). Due to the distinct heritage of apartheid, the 

South African police situation is unique in many ways and places significant strain on police 

officers in particular (Retief & Green, 2015). The South African Police Service (SAPS) 

underwent a significant restructuring process after democratisation in 1994 (Bezuidenhout, 

2020). Numerous unforeseen repercussions of the SAPS restructuring were experienced, 

including losing important skills (Retief & Green, 2015). Police officers experienced a great 

deal of uncertainty and fear due to the transition, which made them feel exposed, helpless, 

and vulnerable (Young et al., 2012). South Africa’s crime rate increased during the turbulent 

socio-political climate of the 1990s, adding to the pressure and concern felt by the SAPS 

(Breetzke, 2010). Due to widespread urbanisation, inequality, high unemployment rates, and 

racial tension, there is a systemic and pervasive crime problem where children are frequently 

the victims (Bezuidenhout, 2020). 

Police officers frequently deal with serious trauma during their everyday duties and 

serve as the initial point of contact for those in need (Young et al., 2012). The SAPS has 

established several units to help police officers cope with their work in an effort to safeguard 

and maintain the psychological welfare of police officers (Williams, 2016). For instance, the 

SAPS’s assistance services are represented by psychological, chaplain, and social services. 

One of their programmes’ key goals is to help police officers develop proactive coping skills 

rather than maladaptive and potentially harmful coping strategies like substance abuse, 

domestic abuse, and suicidal ideation (South African Police Service, 2021). 

Police officers are subjected to daily pressures, regardless of whether it is argued that 

police work is more or less stressful than other professions (Violanti et al., 2016). 

Professionals’ psychological health can be impacted by work stress both positively and 

adversely. For instance, certain kinds of stress can improve performance and increase a 

professional’s motivation and sense of fulfilment at work. Stress aids in new skill acquisition, 

goal attainment, situational adaptation, and problem-solving (Chen & Wu, 2022). Other 

forms of stress, however, may negatively affect the employee’s health and the organisation as 

a whole. 
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The effects of negative stress are especially noticeable in occupations like law 

enforcement, where employees’ knowledge, expertise, and experience are crucial to the 

quality of the services provided (Wright et al., 2006). Over the past thirty years, there has 

been much research conducted on stress among police officers as a result of a growing 

understanding that the associated physical and/or psychological damage may affect one’s 

own well-being and hinder one’s ability to perform their job (Bozga et al., 2021). Three 

police cohorts that are particularly at risk were highlighted by Hesketh and Tehrani (2018): 

(a) first responders; (b) people who are involved in significant catastrophes; and (c) experts, 

such as police officers who deal with rape and sexual assault. However, exposure to 

distressing information is not the only form of adverse stress that child abuse investigators 

experience. By its very nature, the process of investigating and pursuing child abuse is 

difficult and complex (Violanti et al., 2016). 

Of course, not every employee subject to these demands exhibits negative symptoms 

(Wright et al., 2006). However, organisations are under more and more pressure to make sure 

that the risk of psychological harm is kept to a minimum for all employees and that 

procedures are put in place to ensure early identification of traumatic symptoms and efficient 

response when they occur (Kulkarni et al., 2013). According to one study, police officers may 

be at greater risk of psychological harm than mental health experts from exposure to stressful 

case material (Violanti et al., 2016). According to the argument put forth by Wright et al. 

(2006), police officers are less likely to seek out therapy counselling to stop or reduce their 

stress reactions to case material. Police officers often need to react to child abuse cases, and 

their attitudes, previous experiences, and perceptions may determine the outcome of the 

situation (Retief & Green, 2015).  

According to previous studies, police personnel are now in the uncomfortable and 

challenging position of having to control their emotions in difficult, psychologically 

demanding settings (Burns & Buchanan, 2020). Police officers may experience severe mental 

discomfort due to the pressures of keeping an indifferent response to human suffering and 

violent behaviour while still attempting to show empathy for the victims of child abuse 

(Bozga et al., 2021). This can be further compounded where this role conflicts with their 

organisation's wider goals and expectations, according to Oxburgh et al. (2014). These 

contradictory expectations may have an influence on the progress of prosecution as it has 

been established that, while there is no straight link between empathy and the amount of 

investigation-relevant information attained, there was an indication to suggest that more 

compassionate approaches to interviewing abuse victims may lead to the implementation of 
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more applicable questions, and consequently, elicit more items of relevant information 

(Oxburgh et al., 2014).  

 

2.8 Specific Challenges Associated With Policing Child Abuse 

Other particular problems are presented by the crimes of child abuse and neglect 

(Violanti et al., 2016). First, the victim is almost invariably a youngster, sometimes even a 

very young child, according to Violanti et al. (2016). The officer’s capacity to interact with 

children depends on their comprehension of their verbal and cognitive growth (Paul & 

Adamo, 2014). Second, many abusive behaviours resemble non-abusive circumstances. The 

child’s caregiver may explain the child’s inflicted traumatic injuries as the result of accidents 

(Paul & Adamo, 2014). Accordingly, determining if a perpetrator was involved in a child 

crime is a challenging duty for police personnel and calls for a particular skill set and social 

support network to prevent traumatisation (Violanti et al., 2016). Police investigators of 

abuse-related crimes, including neglect, homicide, or sexual abuse, may be more susceptible 

to secondary traumatic stress, according to prior studies (Wright et al., 2006; Powell & 

Guadagno, 2013). In addition, Powell and Guadagno (2013) speculate that police personnel 

may be more susceptible to vicarious traumatisation, the cumulative impact of trauma on 

oneself. Heavy caseloads and a lack of established coping skills were shown to be the two 

main causes of negative work stress often linked to child abuse investigations by Wright et al. 

(2006). The top four of sixty stressful police job experiences, according to Wright et al. 

(2006), were seeing abused and battered children, being physically attacked, killing someone 

while on duty, and witnessing a fellow officer being killed. 

Police investigators of child abuse are more likely than the general public to 

experience high levels of occupational stress, which increases their risk of psychological 

injury (MacEachern et al., 2011). Professional and public expectations for a police officer’s 

level of performance are very high, and a wide variety of skills and expertise are required 

(Violanti et al., 2016). Therefore, it is not surprising that these extremely high expectations 

often have a negative effect on the police officer’s sense of well-being and job satisfaction. 

The demands made of police personnel regarding talking to vulnerable children and adults 

who have committed crimes against children are particularly noteworthy. According to 

Wright et al. (2006), police officers do not believe that their mastery of forensic interviewing 

techniques is the problem; rather, the difficulty appears to be related to the high levels of 

anxiety and apprehension that such interviews with children who had experienced abuse 
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caused. Police officers also worry that their job in child protection would make them less 

sensitive or even desensitised to children's problems (Wright et al., 2006). Due to the 

subjective nature of police officers’ experiences, it may be difficult to quantify the emotional 

toll that child protection work has on them (MacEachern et al., 2011). 

Additionally, police personnel must maintain emotional distance in their work 

environment in order to adequately handle conflict and crime scenes (Violanti et al., 2016). 

This includes suppressing feelings of shock, fear, or sorrow. A police officer who shows 

emotion may be at risk of being alienated from their coworkers because they may be 

perceived as being too “soft” (Mushwana et al., 2019). Officers must continually alternate 

between being empathic, dispassionate, and, in some situations, unduly assertive, which 

could cause cognitive disorientation (MacEachern et al., 2011). In addition, they are also 

expected to exhibit sympathy and understanding for crime victims (Mushwana et al., 2019). 

Before posing questions about abuse, it is important to make a youngster feel comfortable 

and build  rapport with them (Blasbalg et al., 2018). Ahern et al. (2017) discovered this was 

especially true for child abuse victims who were less willing to talk about their experiences, 

possibly because the original assault had been discovered through other channels (such as a 

witness complaint or police monitoring). They discovered from their interviews with 

practitioners that building rapport over time through consistent communication and 

discussing neutral subjects was more likely to result in trusting relationships that facilitated 

disclosure in the future. 

Since children’s positive interactions with police engagement are positively correlated 

with more in-depth and reliable accounts of abuse, police officers play a crucial role in 

facilitating the investigation process for underage victims (Redmond et al., 2023). This could 

be difficult owing to limited resources and the sensitive nature of the case material, and it 

also requires a certain skill set that police officers assigned to these cases would need to 

obtain (Blasbalg et al., 2018). 

 

2.9 Policing Child Abuse Cases: Implications for Policewomen 

Actual crime, prevention, and detection are frequently dealt with by policewomen, 

particularly if children are the offenders or the victims. However, their contact with the public 

is usually of a protective or helpful kind (Violanti et al., 2016). Tracing missing girls; 

constructive work in connection with young girls stranded in dangerous surroundings or 

children in need of care or protection; custody and escort of women prisoners; the protection 
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of children playing in streets and public parks; these are a few instances out of many 

(McCarthy, 2013). Although their areas of work expanded considerably, women police 

continue to be associated with ‘specialist’ work with women and children from their 

appointment in the early 20th century until their official integration on the same terms as 

officers just before the 21st century (Violanti et al., 2016).  

Their involvement in policing was very gradually accepted during the first of the 

twentieth century precisely because of notions of gender difference: women, it was argued, 

had particular skills associated with distinct activities (McCarthy, 2013). For instance, The 

Metropolitan Police General instruction book, first produced in 1829, had to establish that 

‘prevention of crime’ was the ‘principal object’ of policeman culture, emphasising catching 

the thief - the detection and arrest of criminals (Bindler & Hjalmarsson, 2021). Women’s role 

in policing became accepted because it could be positioned as ‘soft’ policing (hence lacking 

in status) through associations with ‘social’ and ‘welfare’ work (McCarthy, 2013). 

Numerous prior research studies from the 1980s and 1990s point out some of the 

stressors women officers may face (Violanti et al., 2016). These include the mistreatment of 

women officers by policemen, the lack of acceptability by law enforcement organisations, the 

necessity to prove oneself, and sexual harassment (McCarthy, 2013). The number of 

policewomen in South African police organisations has increased, although many of the same 

pressures may still exist for policewomen (Nowich et al., 2018). According to research by 

McCarthy (2013), compared to policemen, policewomen experience much greater levels of 

harassment and experience a lack of influence. According to Brodeur (2018), interpersonal 

stresses and a lack of support considerably increase policewomen’s stress levels. This means 

policewomen often have to fulfil their duty, where they may face a variety of stressors. For 

instance, Shelley et al. (2011) assert that policewomen believed that policemen often 

questioned their suitability for the position. In addition, women officers frequently list sexual 

harassment and discrimination as stressors (Brodeur, 2018). 

A study of policewomen who work in professions that support, treat, and investigate 

trauma survivors and crime victims found that these professionals have a higher chance of 

developing secondary stress (Violanti et al., 2016). This is in addition to the problems that 

women face in law enforcement. In a study by Queiros et al. (2020), police officers were 

asked about their job-related stress. According to their research, negative effects of stress 

include an increase in sickness and absence from work, poor work performance, job 

dissatisfaction, a decrease in motivation, a reduction in one’s ability to perform complex 

tasks, the use of unhealthy coping mechanisms like alcohol abuse, and an increase in 
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aggression and irritability. Additionally, poor work performance and job dissatisfaction 

brought on by secondary stress may result in lower motivation, a diminished ability to handle 

difficult tasks, and potentially worse standards of case submission, inquiry and investigation 

(Mushwana et al., 2019). The lack of research on police child protection units, particularly on 

the women who work in these units, emphasises the urgent need to study this profession 

within the SAPS. 

 

2.10 Summary 

Child abuse and neglect is a major issue in South Africa. These offences can have 

major consequences on the healthy development of children. Police officers are often on the 

frontline in dealing with child abuse cases and protecting the victim. Therefore, violence 

against children is one of the most widespread forms of violence that police officers have to 

deal with. However, child abuse investigations are reported to be associated with high levels 

of trauma for both the victims and the investigators. Research on the experiences of police 

officers’ personal experiences regarding the policing of child abuse is largely unexplored. 

This is why Bendall (2010) pleaded with other researchers to start investigating the 

experiences of police officers in addressing child abuse because of the limited empirical 

studies undertaken. Even less research focuses on the experiences of women police officers 

and their cumulative stress reactions to cases of child abuse. In this chapter, I have discussed 

why the experiences of policewomen are important to explore. Therefore, this study positions 

itself amidst the identified scarcity of research regarding policewomen’s experiences of 

policing child abuse by examining policewomen’s subjective experiences, meanings and 

interpretations of policing child abuse. After situating this study amongst the identified 

bodies of literature, the following section highlights the methodology and guiding 

paradigmatic assumptions used to ground and guide this research study.  
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 

3.1 Overview 

This research study attempted to discover the experiences of policewomen concerning 

policing child abuse. Thus, the following chapter sets out to provide the research approach 

undertaken by the researcher. I will discuss the research approach followed and discuss why 

this approach was utilised. The methodology chapter comprises the paradigmatic 

assumptions, sample and strategy used, collection methods, and the methods utilised to 

analyse data, as well as an indication of the ethical issues considered during the study. The 

section on sampling includes the size, characteristics, and recruitment of the sample obtained. 

In addition, the appropriateness of the sampling method is discussed. The section on data 

collection includes a discussion of the semi-structured interview. In addition, the applicability 

of semi-structured interviews utilised for the present study is provided. Interpretative 

phenomenological analysis is described to demonstrate the method of data analysis used in 

the study. Finally, ethical considerations implemented throughout the study are discussed 

concerning the methodology utilised. 

 

3.2 Paradigmatic Assumptions 

The research was guided by the interpretivist paradigm, as the main enterprise of this 

paradigm is to understand and accept that we experience the world subjectively. 

Fundamentally, researchers guided by the interpretivist paradigm tend to gain a nuanced 

understanding of the phenomenon explored (Pham, 2018). Thus, the focus shifts to the 

complexity of a phenomenon within a unique context rather than focusing on a generalised 

understanding of a phenomenon applicable to the population concerned (Alharahsheh & Pius, 

2020). Similarly, Kivunja and Kuyini (2017) emphasised that interpretivist researchers should 

attempt to comprehend the different ways people view and experience the world in various 

social circumstances. Therefore, interpretivists often assume a relativist ontology where a 

single phenomenon may have various interpretations as opposed to a distinct fact that can be 

found by a measuring process (Junjie & Yingxin, 2022). In addition, by adopting an 

interpretivist paradigm, one cannot merely describe experiences but must also attempt to 

understand experiences deeply within a specific context (Pham, 2018). Interpretivist 

researchers might have their own understanding, worldviews and interpretations of a certain 

phenomenon due to cultural and historical influences (Alharahsheh & Pius, 2020). Thus, it 

was important that I, the researcher, interpreted and understood the world from the 
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participants' viewpoint. I also had to recognise that my own background might influence 

interpretations of the phenomenon. No explicit theoretical framework was employed beyond 

the assumptions inherent to phenomenology as a philosophical approach, which is discussed 

below. The reason for utilising phenomenology is because phenomenology offers a 

theoretical tool that allowed me to engage in, describe, and help to understand complex 

phenomena, such as various facets of social experience, and in this instance, the policing of 

child abuse as a policewoman (Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017). 

Interpretive researchers use meaning (as opposed to measurement) oriented methods, 

for example, by focusing on meaning-making and inter-subjectivity instead of finding 

objective truths (Nickerson, 2023). In light of this, interpretive research emphasises the full 

complexity of how people make meaning of a situation as it unfolds rather than predefining 

dependent and independent variables (Junjie & Yingxin, 2022). In addition, this type of 

research allowed me to conduct this research in a natural setting by utilising methods to 

obtain the insider’s perceptions to provide trustworthy information about the research aim 

(Pham, 2018). For instance, the in-depth interview enabled me to explore and prompt things 

that one could not observe because the interviewee’s thoughts, values, perceptions, views, 

feelings and perspectives could be probed (Monday, 2019). Thus, the valuable data collected 

gave me improved insights for further action later. Regardless of the above key strengths, 

utilising this paradigm also had disadvantages (Pham, 2018). One of these limitations was the 

inability to generalise findings across populations (Carminati, 2018). The second criticism of 

interpretivism is that it tends to have a subjective rather than an objective ontological 

perspective (Pervin & Mokhtar, 2022). Therefore, research outcomes can be impacted by the 

researcher’s interpretation, belief system, and ways of thinking or cultural background 

(Pham, 2018). Despite the above limitations, the goal was not to generalise across 

populations or to remain objective but to understand and interpret the complexities of the 

policewomen’s experiences policing child abuse cases. 

Interpretivist research revolves around the idea that human reality is created by 

interpretation and dialogical processes, as well as discursive practices, through which people 

who are embedded in and affected by their life contexts create, maintain and adjust meanings 

(Neubauer et al., 2019). Thus, the facts about human reality are not facts about a fixed reality 

but rather that they are shared meanings by ways in which people “agree” on how to 

comprehend and interpret their continuously changing realities (Capps, 2023). Therefore, 

there is something such as an area of consensus or intersubjective shared meanings on the 

nature of reality (Neubauer et al., 2019). Accordingly, from a qualitative stance, good science 
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always starts with the insight that scientists are subjectively involved in what they observe in 

participants or subjects (Aspers & Corte, 2019). Therefore, the research participants were co-

constructors of meanings that shaped human experiences and behaviour concerning the 

policing of child abuse cases. With this in mind, the researcher did not have the only say in 

how the given phenomenon had to be explained or understood (Neubauer et al., 2019). Thus, 

the researcher is nothing more than an interpreter or co-interpreter in a community of 

meanings that relate to a given phenomenon in a certain context (Capps, 2023). 

 

3.3 Research Approach: Qualitative Research Approach 

A qualitative research approach was utilised to explore how policewomen experience 

the phenomenon of policing child abuse (Thanh & Le Thanh, 2015). The advantage of 

utilising a qualitative method was that it generated rich, detailed data that left the 

participants’ perceptions intact (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Qualitative researchers attempt to 

comprehend the issue under study in context-specific situations and how different people 

make sense of the same phenomenon (Kalu & Bwalya, 2017). Therefore, by using a 

qualitative approach, I developed an in-depth understanding of women police officers’ 

experiences of policing child abuse as well as the meaning these policewomen attach to the 

experience.  

 

3.4 Research Design: Phenomenological Approach 

The research assumed a phenomenological design, and according to Creswell and 

Poth (2018), phenomenology guides the study of subjects’ perspectives of their world while 

attempting to describe, in detail, the content and structure of the subjects’ experience. In 

addition, phenomenology allowed for the potential to grasp the qualitative diversity of the 

subjects’ experiences and to attempt to interpret their meaning (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

Therefore, I could explore the lived experiences of policewomen and their task in policing 

child abuse to some extent through several accounts provided by the research participants. 

This phenomenological approach aimed to gain an insider perspective into how the 

participants experience the policing of child abuse as women officers in the police service 

and the meaning they attribute to these experiences (Willig, 2013). This implied that the 

phenomenon of policing child abuse as a policewoman would be best described by 

understanding the way that research participants make sense of their experiences and their 

world. To accomplish this aim, I made an effort to ‘get inside’ the participant’s experience, 
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and phenomenology provided an avenue into the participants’ inner worlds (Neubauer et al., 

2019). This is known as a double hermeneutic process, and the concept is essential for 

understanding the complexities of social research and the role of the researcher in the process 

(Montague et al., 2020). The term “double hermeneutic” highlights the reciprocal relationship 

between the social researcher and the social actors being studied (Smith et al., 2009). Social 

scientists are not neutral observers but actively engage in interpreting the interpretations 

made by the individuals they study (Neubauer et al., 2019). This creates a dynamic and 

interactive loop where the understanding of social phenomena, such as the policing of child 

abuse, is co-constructed through the ongoing process of interpretation (Montague et al., 

2020). 

Phenomenological research can be divided into two approaches – descriptive and 

interpretative phenomenology (Thanh & Le Thanh, 2015). The former is a method in which 

researchers minimise interpretation and describe the participants’ experiences as they are 

lived (Willig, 2013). This study about the experiences of policewomen utilised an 

interpretative approach to obtain a better comprehension of the phenomenon of policing child 

abuse. Interpretative phenomenology is centered on finding meaning through interpretation 

and using elements, such as themes, developed from the gathered data to understand better 

participants’ experiences (Thanh & Le Thanh, 2017). In order to gain an understanding of 

policewomen’s lived experiences in policing child abuse, the specific methodology of 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) was applied as this approach permitted both 

participants and myself to arrive at an intersubjective co-constructed understanding of 

policewomen’s experiences. An interpretation of the participant’s experiences occurred 

through open dialogue that allowed for the sharing and interpretation of unique perspectives 

and, ultimately, an understanding of multiple perspectives across various themes (Smith et 

al., 2009). 

 

3.4.1 Sampling and Recruitment 

A primary aim of qualitative research is to find information-rich cases (Palinkas et al., 

2015). Because of the focus on particular cases, purposive sampling is a principal feature of 

qualitative research. The participants were, therefore, recruited through the use of the non-

probability procedure of purposive sampling. The purposive sampling technique is the 

deliberate choice of a participant due to the qualities the participant possesses (Etikan, 2016). 

Furthermore, purposeful sampling involves studying information-rich cases in depth and 
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detail (Palinkas et al., 2015). Participants were intentionally selected because they could 

provide an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon of policing child abuse as a 

policewoman. In line with qualitative studies, the sample size of this research project was 

relatively small (Smith et al., 2009). Three policewomen were selected from three major 

police stations around Gauteng upon receiving ethical clearance to proceed with the study 

from the University and the SAPS. Three participants are an acceptable number and will 

likely still provide enough data for a dissertation (Smith et al., 2009). In addition, snowball 

sampling was also used to identify other potential women participants with practical 

experience in policing child abuse (Naderifar et al., 2017). The third and final participant was 

identified through snowball sampling, as the previous participants recommended contacting 

the last participant. By doing this, particular individuals with experience in policing child 

abuse were identified for inclusion in this study (Christensen et al., 2015).  

This study was conducted among women police officers of various ethnicities and age 

groups in Central Gauteng, South Africa. Participants were selected because of their shared 

experience of policing child abuse. The study’s participants were a homogeneous sample of 

adult women who self-identified with the experience of policing and responding to child 

abuse cases (Saunders & Townsend, 2016). Potential participants needed to possess specific 

attributes to qualify for the study. For this study, a maximum of three women police officers 

were identified and who showed an interest in partaking in the study based on the following 

inclusion criteria: 

 It was required that the participants be proficient in English in order to ensure that the 

researcher can communicate with participants and explore their experiences; 

 The participants must have all been women; 

 The participants must have been employed as a frontline police officer for the South 

African Police Service (SAPS) after they had completed basic training; 

 The policewomen must have had practical experience in policing child abuse. 

 

Based on the aforementioned inclusion criteria, the following exclusion criteria were 

developed for the study:  

 Participants who were not proficient in English were excluded from the study. This 

was to ensure effective communication between the researcher and participants as 

well as the exploration of their experiences; 

 Only women participants are eligible. Men are excluded from the study. 
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 Participants who were not employed as a frontline police officer for the South African 

Police Service (SAPS) after completing basic training were excluded from the study; 

 Policewomen without practical experience in policing child abuse were excluded from 

the study. 

Before data collection, I e-mailed the police administrator from the research office 

within the SAPS to notify them about the study and inquire about possible participants. I was 

given a list of station commanders of various police stations to contact regarding possible 

interviews with policewomen at their stations. The station commanders identified 

policewomen who he or she felt had adequate experience in policing child abuse. The station 

commander relayed the information about the study to potential participants, and contact 

between the researcher and the participant was made. After possible participants were 

identified and permission from the SAPS was obtained, a meeting was set up with potential 

candidates to help establish interest and willingness to serve as research participants. After 

participants consented to this research, we scheduled a date that would best suit the 

participants and commenced the data collection phase. 

 

3.4.2 Quality Criteria 

Although IPA has become a well-established qualitative method, certain qualities 

showcase high-quality IPA research. According to Nizza et al. (2021), these qualities include, 

firstly, constructing a compelling, unfolding narrative, which means that the analysis needs to 

tell a persuasive and coherent story. I read and re-read the transcripts before analysing them 

to arrive at a compelling narrative. The narrative is built cumulatively through an unfolding 

analytic dialogue between carefully chosen and interpreted participant extracts. Secondly, I 

developed a vigorous experiential account that focuses on the important experiential meaning 

of participants’ accounts as it gave depth to the analysis. Thirdly, a close analytic reading of 

participants’ words enabled me to do a thorough analysis and interpretation of quoted 

material within the narrative, and this close reading helped me give meaning to the data and 

the experience it describes. An example of this process (Appendix H) is included, while the 

structuring of the superordinate and subordinate themes along with the corresponding extracts 

are included in appendix I. Lastly, attending to convergence and divergence enabled me to 

obtain idiographic depth and systematic comparison between participants, and this quality 

further creates a dynamic interweaving of patterns of similarity and individual idiosyncrasy 

(Nizza et al., 2021). 
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3.4.3 Reflexivity 

 Research reflexivity was particularly important when I, as a male researcher, was 

conducting a qualitative study on the experiences of policewomen in policing child abuse. In 

this context, my gender and background may have had an impact on the research process and 

outcomes. Participants may have been more reserved or cautious in discussing sensitive and 

potentially traumatic experiences related to child abuse cases due to the gender difference. It 

was, thus, important to build rapport with the women participants, especially when discussing 

sensitive topics like child abuse. I had to ensure that participants had autonomy in sharing 

their experiences. I also had to avoid imposing my own views or assumptions about what 

their experiences should be like due to gender. It was further important to pay special 

attention to ethical considerations, particularly with regard to informed consent and the 

emotional well-being of participants. These matters were discussed openly and I had to 

ensure that participants feel comfortable throughout the research process. It was also 

important to show sensitivity to their experiences and the potential gender-related issues they 

might discuss. During data analysis, I also had to be mindful of how my gender might have 

influenced the interpretation of participants' narratives. I used techniques like bracketing to 

temporarily set aside my own biases (Smith et al., 2009). I also regularly discussed my 

research with my supervisor who could provide an outsider's perspective. This could help 

identify any biases or preconceptions I might have missed (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

 

3.4.4 Data Collection Procedure 

Based on the phenomenological approach, the researcher studies the phenomenon by 

attempting to understand the data from the participants’ perspectives (Neubauer et al., 2019). 

The key purpose of the proposed study is to investigate the phenomenon namely policing 

child abuse, by exploring participants’ experiences of policing child abuse. The data 

collection method was guided by the phenomenological approach by utilising in-depth, face-

to-face semi-structured interviews as these interviews are often richer in nuances and depth 

(Englander, 2012). This study included a semi-structured interview protocol because in-depth 

information could be derived from interviews and probing, according to Warren and Karner 

(2015). Semi-structured questions were used in the interview guide as they offered the 

interviewer and the interviewee with some format and helped to direct the responses; 

however, there was also room for the participant to elaborate (Appendix G). In addition, the 

interview guide was developed iteratively, and questions were developed, tested, and then 
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refined based on what I learned from asking participants these questions (Warren & Karner, 

2015). The interviewer could clarify responses, and the interviewee could clarify questions, 

which would not have been possible with a questionnaire or a structured interview guide. 

Although semi-structured interviewing takes longer, it provides the required level of 

engagement necessary to utilise IPA more fully (Smith et al., 2009). 

When all ethical obligations were met, and after informed consent (Appendix B) was 

obtained, I initiated the data collection process by initiating contact via email with potential 

participants (frontline police officers) at identified stations after station commanders put me 

in contact with the women. This was done by inviting suitable candidates and informing them 

about the nature of the study. During this initial contact phase, I introduced myself to the 

potential participants and explained the purpose and methodology of the research study. In 

this way, I may have facilitated the readiness of police officers to participate in the study as 

more information could be provided to potential participants. Appointments for interviews 

were set up and confirmed with potential participants. The interviews were carried out on a 

one-to-one basis at the police station of each respective officer in Gauteng, where permitted. 

The interview was done in a private room availed to the policewoman at the police station. 

Participants who met the inclusion criteria were asked to attend an interview scheduled for 

approximately 30 to 60 minutes. Permission was requested from participants to record all 

interviews. An explanation was provided to them regarding the importance of this method of 

data collection in order to explore personal lived experiences. One of the primary benefits of 

recording an interview (audio or visual) is that it allowed the interviewer to concentrate on 

the interview rather than writing notes, which can distract both the interviewee and the person 

asking the questions (Medjedovic, 2011). 

The phenomenological approach focuses on experience to obtain complete 

descriptions that provide the basis for reflective interpretation and analysis that portrays the 

essence of the experience (Neubauer et al., 2019). In addition, a phenomenological approach 

provided an understanding of the themes and patterns that emerged from attempting to 

understand the participants’ experiences. Therefore, the officers in the study were asked 

open-ended interview questions so that their specific experiences could be explored 

(Christensen et al., 2015). By doing this, I could explore and interpret the experiences and 

feelings of the policewomen from their own point of view. Thus, the interview questions 

guided the conversation and ensured that the interviewer focused on exploring specific 

aspects related to the lived experiences of the policewomen (Christensen et al., 2015).  
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3.4.5 Data Analysis 

Once the data was collected, the next step was to explore and categorise the 

information (Willig, 2013). The objective was to identify any patterns related to the 

participants' lived experiences communicated during the data collection phase. Data was then 

organised into logical categories, summarising and giving meaning to the notes and 

interviews manuscript. The participants’ interview transcripts were analysed per principles of 

Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) as discussed by Smith et al. (2009). IPA 

allowed me to focus on the individual lived experience through case-by-case analysis (Smith 

et al., 2009) and committed to understanding unique experiences involving sense-making of 

the policing of child abuse as a policewoman (Smith et al., 2009). IPA captures how 

participants interpret their experiential world and encourages the researcher to be an active 

participant through empathetic interpretative engagements with the participant’s account 

(Smith et al., 2009; Smith, 2009). I undertook the fieldwork and aimed to address this 

through reflective diaries of my own sense-making and reactions to working with the 

interview material. 

In order to capture the quality of experiences, I initiated the process by focusing on 

the first transcript before identifying common themes across the remaining transcripts (Smith 

et al., 2009). I analysed individual transcripts line-by-line following procedural guidelines by 

Smith et al. (2009). This was done to safeguard the idiographic perspective by first coding 

each transcript as a distinct unit before progressing to the next one. I included interpretative 

comments on the scripts while remaining close to the participants’ words and experiences. I 

made notes of my initial thoughts and observations while focusing on better understanding 

participants’ experiences.  

After thoroughly reading the transcript, I identified emerging themes while 

occasionally referring to my own notes. Once I finalised the emergent themes for the first 

transcript, the process was repeated for each remaining transcript. The emergent themes for 

all the transcripts were further explored in more detail to determine how these themes were 

related (Willig, 2013). In the final analysis phase, the themes were grouped to form clusters 

or master themes. The superordinate or master themes captured the main categories of 

meaning that I used in my account of the experiences of policewomen concerning policing 

child abuse. Each theme needed to be described and exemplified with extracts from 

interviews, followed by my analytic comments. I constructed a table of superordinate themes 

and sub-themes for each participant (Smith et al. 2009) and summarised patterns and 
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divergences across cases in a master table of themes using detailed examples from particular 

cases. The process outlined above ensured that I could describe the officers’ experiences and 

then interpret how their experiences related to the phenomenon being explored, namely, the 

policing of child abuse (Smith et al., 2009). 

 

3.5 Ethical Considerations 

Before initiating the research, permission to embark on this study was obtained from 

the office of research within the SAPS. I then proceeded with an application to the 

Departmental Research Committee initially and then submitted an approved version of the 

proposal to both the institutional Ethics Committee and to the Divisional Commissioner for 

research within the SAPS. Furthermore, the study commenced once the Departmental 

Research Committee of the University of Pretoria approved the proposal (Appendix C), it 

also included the approval letter from my supervisor required to conduct research within the 

SAPS (Appendix D-F). 

In ensuring that ethical standards were upheld during the course of this study, the 

participants were informed about the purpose of the study so that their informed consent 

could be obtained before continuing with data collection (Gupta, 2013). The participants were 

also informed that the study was voluntary and that withdrawal from the study could be done 

at any time without risk to the participant. The included participant information sheet 

(Appendix A) communicated to the research participant about the purpose and procedures, 

including the time commitment of the participant, the risks and benefits of the study, and the 

confidentiality of their information (Strydom, 2011). Participants might have questions about 

the study or report negative feelings about their experience during the research endeavour 

(Christensen et al., 2015). Therefore, all participants in the study needed to be made aware of 

the aspects of the study that could have affected their willingness to volunteer for the study. 

Care was taken to lessen any harm caused to the participants by establishing at the onset if 

they had any objections to participating in the study or whether they foresee any negative 

impact being caused to them by participating in it (Strydom, 2011).  

According to Vanclay et al. (2013), conducting research may potentially harm the 

participant physically or psychologically; therefore, several safeguards have been developed 

to protect research volunteers. Child abuse is a sensitive topic and a very complex area of 

research, and discussion with participants may have caused unwanted or negative feelings or 

emotions (Gupta, 2013). Given the sensitive nature of child abuse, the researcher attempted to 
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avoid harming the participants, psychologically or otherwise (Christensen et al., 2015). I 

attempted to avoid harm and prevent stress by treating participants with the necessary respect 

and empathy. The researcher must protect participants from any harm. Therefore, participants 

were reminded of the counselling services in the SAPS if talking about child abuse lead to re-

traumatisation of events from the past (Gupta, 2013). The Employee Health and Wellness 

(EHW) of the SAPS follows an integrated approach utilising psychologists, psychometrists, 

social workers and chaplains to support and assist the employees of SAPS. Counselling is 

provided to all SAPS employees in line with the needs identified. SAPS employees are 

continuously made aware of the EHW and the support services that can be provided, and the 

participants may have requested assistance from EHW if they experienced difficulty in any 

aspect of the research (Williams, 2016). Like all other institutions or organisations, the SAPS 

have their own ethical requirements for conducting research. The SAPS has a code of 

conduct that guides members on moral judgement. The SAPS is a government organisation 

that must comply with legislation and regulations. Therefore, I needed to apply to do research 

in the SAPS, and after the application was approved, I had to undertake to comply with the 

approved protocols (Appendix F) (Smit et al., 2009).  

Respecting the privacy of research participants is central to ethical research conduct 

(Surmiak, 2018). One way to ensure privacy is through confidentiality, which refers to the 

agreement between the researcher and the participants about what may be done with the 

information gathered from the participant and how the participant's identity will remain 

unknown (Christensen et al., 2015). The identity of the participants remains confidential and 

cannot be directly associated with any data. The privacy and confidentiality of the 

participants were ensured by not requiring them to reveal their names to ensure the 

anonymity of their responses and protect them from any retributive action. Additionally, I 

ensured that the data collected was not disclosed to any unauthorised person. The anonymity 

of research participants is a central feature of ethical research practice, and all identifying 

data was removed prior to publication. All participant responses were coded to ensure 

confidentiality, anonymity, appropriate reporting, and data analysis. The participants were 

given pseudonyms as identifiers to ensure privacy further. The collected information was 

stored in an Excel file maintained on a password-protected flash-memory data storage device. 

The hard copies of the transcripts, including the signed consent form, are kept in sealed 

envelopes and stored in a locked cabinet for 10 years at the University of Pretoria in the 

department of Psychology, which only the researcher has access to (Surmiak, 2018). 
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3.6 Summary 

An overview of the research approach used for the research study was provided in this 

chapter. A qualitative approach was employed to enable the development of new knowledge 

concerning policing child abuse as a woman. Concerning methodology, the selected sample 

of three policewomen was described in terms of sampling methods and recruitment strategies 

used. The data collection procedures were identified by discussing the use of semi-structured 

interviews and enhancing the data quality. The process of analysing the collected data was 

highlighted by discussing the selected method of IPA. Lastly, all considered ethical 

implications inherent to the study were discussed. Following the description of the 

methodology, the following chapter presents findings on the participants' lived experiences as 

a policewoman and policing child abuse in South Africa. 
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Chapter 4: Biographical Information of the Participants 

4.1 Overview 

The aim of this study was to give voice to the lived experiences of policewomen and 

how they comprehend and make sense of policing child abuse cases. The study was also 

designed to explore how these women experience the effects that these types of cases and the 

policing thereof and how it affects their lives and interpersonal relationships. The analysis 

was conducted based on the researcher's interpretation using the process outlined by Smith et 

al. (2009) for IPA studies. This chapter discusses the data gathered from the semi-structured 

interviews conducted with the policewomen. As proposed in phenomenological work, chapter 

four offers an opportunity for each of the three participants' voices and experiences to be 

recognised and respected as contributions to this research. It includes idiographic accounts of 

each of the three participants to help the reader better understand each woman's perspectives 

and experiences. 

 

4.2 The Research Participants 

4.2.1 Anya 

Anya is a constable in the SAPS, and at the time of the interview, she was 32 years of 

age with approximately four years of experience in police work with a specific focus on 

protecting children. She believes it was not her initial calling to do this kind of work, but she 

also believes it was the path she had to go on. She initially did not want to apply to be a 

police officer out on her own to avoid the disappointment of not getting selected, as she 

“made room for that disappointment”. She describes the reason for becoming a policewoman 

as the following:  

“I didn’t even apply. A family member came to apply for me. I was still working at 

another company. My family member was just like, “let me try”, and I was like: “No, 

I can’t take off from work” She said: “No, I’m going to take it in”. I think she is the 

reason I’m here because I physically couldn’t come myself to give in my documents. 

So I just thought, you know when you apply for some position “okay, they are not 

even going to see my CV”. “Like I’ve wasted this paper you know?” I think there is 

where it changed because I didn’t want it as badly; that’s maybe why it was given to 

me.” 
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After getting successfully selected, she was very excited about becoming a 

policewoman as it was “something new, it was something different. It was challenging, 

mentally, emotionally…” She described how she experienced her training as physically and 

mentally tough. The first part of the process was passing the psychometric evaluation, “it’s 

almost a 3-hour exam. And in that exam, if you do not pass your psychometric exam, you do 

not go forward. So you need to pass your evaluation.” Her training affects how she handles 

and experiences all cases today. She described her physical training, the second part of the 

selection process, as follows:  

“After evaluation what they do, they send you for medical to see that you are 

physically able to do the training for the next 18 months or 12 months, depending on 

the training. After that, if you pass medical and you have no chronic, serious illnesses 

because most of the things we do are hard labour. When we go to college, it’s not like 

sitting like this. It’s up 5oclock, 4oclock, busy, it’s mostly a disciplinarian, its 

changing the mind-set that you have from the outside world to become the person that 

you need to become when you deal with the work that is there. I didn’t know that until 

now where I am right now.” 

She also explained that her training made her physically fit, such as being able to run 

“30 laps, and I think after five laps they increase the speed”. After these two stages, she had 

to move on to the interview process. It took her a long time, and in all that time, her 

experiences of faith and religion helped her cope with the intensity and effort required to 

become a policewoman. She described how her religion played a big part in becoming a 

police officer:  

“I think for me, my religion played a big part in all of this. Because I couldn’t have 

done this without a more spiritual aspect. Because I had to keep faith, I had to be 

motivated. I had to have hope, you know. I had to be driven; you cannot not be driven 

and do this mentally, emotionally; it’s a challenge.” 

I asked Anya how many child abuse cases she had responded to approximately, and 

she explained that she had “lost count.” She experiences many difficult cases to handle in 

which the guardians of the abused child mostly come to the station to report the crime. She 

explains that it is very difficult to quantify the number of cases she has dealt with. She has to 

deal with so much in her work that it is difficult to keep count of all the individual cases as 

she explains it in her own words: “You deal with so much, you don’t remember because it’s 

not just child abuse, it is an entire broad theme. There specific things that stand out in my 

brain, but I won’t be able to tell you. It’s over the hundreds.” She is also concerned about 
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those cases that do not get reported, as she thinks people are afraid to come to the police 

station to report a crime that has been committed. Anya describes this phenomenon as a 

‘broken telephone’: 

“There’s this thing of a broken telephone. Somebody has an experience with SAPS, 

and people have this idea when they walk into the station, they have this idea. This is 

how it is supposed to be, but they don’t know the behind-the-scenes. For us to do our 

work, we need to follow certain protocols. Some people are impatient, they don’t wait 

for the necessary help. They stand up, and they leave.” 

Anya experiences that the community she serves often hears false or negative claims 

against police when the police have to follow certain procedures when investigating a crime. 

These negative claims then spread as rumours influence other citizens’ willingness to interact 

with the police and report crime. A part of this protocol that police officers follow is working 

hand-in-hand with other units dealing with child abuse. Examples of these units are “social 

workers; it’s our psychologists, FCS our sexual unit, as well as umm shelters”. This happens 

because policewomen are not always equipped with the necessary social work skills to deal 

with the child or the family. Anya explains dealing with a child abuse case as an ‘umbrella’: 

“It’s like an umbrella because here is sexual assault; it deals with its own legislation. 

Physical, mental, it deals with its own legislation. So you can’t just say child abuse; 

there’s a lot of child abuse, different types.” 

Anya experiences that abused children conflict with having trust broken in an older 

person responsible for caring for the child, and still needing to trust this person. She stated 

that this makes her sad as abused children have their innocence and trust destroyed:  

“The sad thing about is, I think children are afraid to come out because sometimes, 

the abuser is a person who they know. It is someone in their personal spaces. I think 

most children feel betrayed because a person who you are loving is busy doing these 

stuff. I think most of the children that I’ve interviewed are in disbelief; they still can’t, 

they know it’s wrong because their body is telling them it is wrong, but they are busy 

struggling with it in their mind against their body. It is a fight with internal. So 

there’s this conflict to still trust this person, but they know something is not right.” 

In her experience, schools often have an important role in identifying cases of abuse 

and to “educate the children in what is right and what is wrong…” But she also feels that 

there needs to be a fine balance between educating children about sexual abuse and keeping 

their innocence intact. She describes it as a “balance; you need to find a balance so that you 

don’t damage this child’s idea of what it is to be free and happy and loved”. However, in our 
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country, with high child abuse cases and “in our community where there are people who take 

advantage of vulnerable children’s innocence”, children need to be educated as these 

offenders often re-offend after being investigated or even sentenced. This reoffending is what 

especially makes Anya angry: 

“Because sometime these perpetrators redo these things. Redo it [pause]. And I think 

there’s where the frustration comes in. the re-offense. Because our justice system is 

not taking the priority that it needs to take to deal with this sufficiently.” 

 

When I ask Anya what her primary role is during an investigation of a child abuse 

case, she explains that she mostly has to deal with the mother of the victim, she explains: 

“Most mothers come to report it because mothers are more aware of their children’s’ 

day-to-day emotional states; you know your child, you know when this child is at his 

or hers happiest, you can figure out that tone already, and you can notice when 

something is wrong with your child immediately.” 

 

She also explained that teachers can also help identify the abuse, as the teachers are 

“sometimes also our eyes outside to identify where the abuse is coming from.” Anya is often 

assigned to child abuse cases because her “spirit, my aura attracts it, because I am always, I 

am in the vicinity”, and she has “got that motherly instinct”. She finds it easy to put a child in 

comfort and to ensure the child that he or she can speak to the officer. She mentioned:  

“I think the only way you are going to make someone comfortable is you give them 

their comfort zone. I don’t think somebody will speak to you about something that is 

hurtful if they don’t feel safe. So I think mostly as a police officer, most children draw 

to me because it’s my uniform. Some of them feel safe when they see me. Only with the 

physical appearance feel safe when they see me. When they start talking, it goes 

deeper; it goes deeper, it goes deeper.” 

 

Another important factor in the investigation process for Anya is building trust with 

the victim: “A child abuse case needs to be sensitised. It needs to be sensitised. So that you 

can build the trust with that child so that they can give you all the information for you to be 

able to make them feel safe.” A major reason Anya is able to build trust with the children she 

comes in contact with is because of her own children, and she knows how to relate to a child. 

Anya explained to me:  
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“So, for me, it is easy because I have my own children. So, it is easy for me to go 

down to a child’s level. Even before I had my children, it was easy for me because I 

think, as a woman, you have a motherly instinct. It comes naturally. If you see a child 

cry, you just want to get help them. If you close your eyes and you’re a baby cry, you 

want to go look for the baby. Really. Sometimes, it is my instinct kicking in to care for 

that child. Even though it’s not your own. And, I think personally, my work gives me 

the opportunity to help those that cannot protect themselves. Like, I wish I had that 

voice when I was a young girl; I wish I had someone like me to explain to me like, to 

my friends, or to whoever who might be going through these things, “It’s okay, you 

know?” And now I’m that person that I wanted. I think I’ve warped into the person 

that I needed as a child for my friends, my family, my community.” 

Anya also explained that she can do child abuse investigations successfully because of 

partnerships with other branches and professionals such as social workers and psychologists. 

Anya said they “need other's hand to assist us to do our work. It is needed. These people are 

sent and permanently based at the station as an outsourced stakeholder.” 

 

I ask Anya if and how investigating child abuse cases impacts her life, and she 

explains that “it is emotionally traumatising” as it causes her to be very protective of all 

children in general because of her profession. She specifically describes feeling emotions of 

anger and powerlessness: 

“I have my own children, so it makes me be so protective. Not even my own, my 

friends’ children, any person that I share a personal relationship with. I am very 

protective when it comes to children, very. Because I have been dealing with abuse 

because of my professionalism, it is my profession to deal with certain cases of abuse. 

I don’t only deal with abuse, but I’ve have been affected because it is something I 

have dealt with in my career. Not once. Not twice. But a recurring offence. It makes 

me angry. It makes me sad. If I could, I would climb in a car and go fetch him. But 

our laws do not allow us to take the law in our own hands. That is what makes me 

angry. Because criminals have more rights than civilians. So it makes me feel kind of 

powerless because if the laws are tightened, it allows me to enforce the necessary law 

or the necessary procedure for me to go do the right thing.” 

 

Anya also explained that because of her profession as a policewoman who focuses 

specifically on child abuse cases, she often worries about her child’s safety to the point where 
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she has become very protective of her child. She explains, “I want to know where my children 

are all the time.” It has also impacted her to a place where she has made it financially 

possible to provide the best care for her child, as she mentions: “Financially, I made the 

means possible to provide the best for my child so that I can be content where I’m sitting here 

and I know he’s safe. I have this satisfaction that I know if something is going on in the 

school, I will have evidence.” Thus, for Anya, knowing where her child is all the time gives 

her satisfaction and a sense of security: 

“I can know where my child is; I know the environment he is in. I know where he 

plays, where he stays, who’s the parents. I know everything because of my work. 

Because of my work. I have gone K9, special forces on my child’s movement. It has 

made me emotionally protective of my own because if my child does something and 

I’m noticing it.” 

 

Despite the emotional impact of investigating child abuse cases, Anya does not 

believe that investigating these types of cases hinders her from carrying out her professional 

duties and responsibilities. In fact, Anya stated: “It actually motivates and drives me to do 

even more, better in what I have done in this case. Maybe there is something. I always 

evaluate myself. Is there something I could have done differently? Maybe I should go with the 

child. Fetch the perpetrator. “Go lock him up”. That’s where the emotion comes in. So I am 

always reviewing myself to see if there something I could have done better.” Anya further 

explained that she often finds herself going the ‘extra mile’ to make sure the victim and the 

family are assisted: 

“Normally what I do is, I go back to trauma, that’s my own personal thing I go, and I 

ask them what has happened to the case of the underage child, just for my emotional 

comfortability, just to find out if the person was helped, you know? It’s not something 

that you have to do, you are not obliged, it’s not compulsory, but personally, I take my 

time just to find out if the child is being looked after. Just to go the extra mile.” 

 

What angers Anya is when a perpetrator reoffends after being caught the first time as 

she opened up about a case that stood out for her:  

“The person did it again. [Pause, tick with pen]. The person did it again. There is 

where my anger, that’s where I got angry. Like? “Go fetch the man, go lock the man 

up, or something, or something, do something.” 
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Anya sometimes has contact with the offender if the family does not unknowingly 

alert the perpetrator that they have been to the police to report the case. Suppose the 

perpetrator finds out about the reporting. In that case, he or she may disappear, making it very 

difficult for the police to find the perpetrator as they have limited resources to track down 

offenders:  

“Sometimes, if we find them because, you know, victims sometimes notify the 

offenders or the perpetrators: “Now I am going to open a case” so they are notifying 

them. So they are giving them information that they actually don’t need. So when we 

go look for them, they are not at the address given because they know they have done 

something. So it is very difficult sometimes because normally what I try to find out: 

“Did you speak to this person?” “Yes, I went to go curse at him”, the parent. “You 

should’ve just came here before you went to do the emotional thing” because now you 

are alerting this person, and it is making our work difficult because if we don’t find at 

their address, that’s why it takes so long for them to be arrested because they are 

being notified and we don’t have these systems like overseas to track the offenders. 

We don’t have the resources because we are still living in a third-world country, you 

know? Our technology advances is not like America or UK. It’s not like CSI, you 

know? So yeah, it was emotionally traumatising for me.” 

 

I asked Anya how she copes with police child abuse cases and if she ever uses the 

support services within the police to help her cope. She explains to me that she has her way 

of coping by praying and by being able to vent to her partner, who is also in the police: 

“No, I don’t use the support services provided. I think praying helps me. My religion 

helps me not to go mentally unstable or have an emotional breakdown because you 

need to vent. My partner is a police officer as well. So that’s the nice thing about it, I 

speak to him, I vent everything on him. I vent it. Sometimes, I am shouting things at 

him that he has no clue about: “Listen here, the perpetrator did this and that”. I tell 

him because he has the same confidentiality because we are in the same career 

pattern. I cannot go tell somebody else because some people like to gossip. Other 

people like other people’s stuff, and I am trying to protect this child. Privacy, you 

know? So, I can’t be telling people from outside things that are happening within my 

work. My work is protected; it is confidential. People tell me confidential things, even 

it is not agreed. It is an oath I have taken: It is confidentiality. I can’t go. “They 
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opened up a case to that guy” It is unlawful to do so. So I am very disciplined. It is 

either right way wrong way. There is no in-between or maybe in my world.” 

 

Just before we concluded the interview, I asked Anya if there was anything that she 

would still like to talk to me about that we did not cover in the interview. She explained that 

she does not get involved in these cases only because she is a woman. She believes gender 

has nothing to do with her work. 

“Male officers would refer most child abuse cases to you. I am more dominating than 

a lot of males. I don’t take any bullshit. No. I don’t care who you are because I have 

given myself that opportunity not to be classified as a policewoman. I’m not a 

policewoman. I’m a police officer. My gender has got nothing to do with my work. It 

is not because you are a woman. It’s not what they teach us at basic training. We all 

get basic training. It becomes that you are a policewoman when it comes to certain 

things, you know? Social crimes, abuse. A lot of policemen get more recognition than 

the women. I’m very active, you know? Sometimes, people treat you the way allow 

then to treat you. You need to let people know what is your boundaries, especially in 

an organisation. I don’t just do these cases because people assign it to me. If a child 

is more comfortable, I will not even question it. But if you think I must attend to this 

because I am a woman, NO! You don’t allow people to dictate. We are all officers 

here, we all know the law and the right procedure. We are all supposed to be able to 

do the work. Female or male. The most males have this idea because our females are 

allowing them to think that way. I fight for what is right. I fight for myself on a daily 

basis. They know me. They know me. All of them, they know me. I stand up for 

myself.” 
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4.2.2 Bea 

Bea is a warrant officer, and at the time of the interview, she had been working in 

social crime prevention for close to two decades of her approximate 23 years working as a 

police officer. Her father was also a police officer, and he was a detective. She thus grew up 

in a “police house”. Her uncle was also a police officer and his wife, and she can remember 

that she wanted to be a policewoman since she could remember. She specifically stated: 

“My father was a policeman. He was a detective. I'm not a detective. So you grew up 

in this house, you know? Father is talking. He worked for very long at murder and 

robbery. So I, I just from small, I wanted to be a policewoman. I'm in the police now, 

and I was never a detective. I'm not interested in that side of the police. I am 

interested in this side of the police. So I grew up in a police house. My uncle, my 

mother's brother, is also a policeman. His wife is a police woman. So I just grew up in 

this, and I always had the love for the police. I wanted to be a police lady since the 

time that I can think. So that's that.” 

 

I asked Bea how many cases she responds to as an indication of her experience. She 

responded that it is very difficult to quantify in numbers how many cases she has to respond 

to because it happens so often. She stated that “it happens. I don't want to say every day, but 

its daily on average. I mean, there's not a day that goes by that I do not talk to a school.” 

According to her, she has to respond to cases of child abuse and neglect almost daily. Many 

of these cases are not reported by the family or the child, but it is brought to the police’s 

attention by the school to which the child attends. Bea elaborated on her experience in the 

following way: 

“I’ve been in the Social Crime Prevention Office for about 18 years now. And being in 

the Social Crime Prevention Office, you specialise in the two Children's Acts. 

Children in need of care and protection and children in conflict with the law. So any 

case regarding a child is coming to my office, so much so that the client service center 

will phone me and tell me that I must attend this case of a child. So in numbers, I 

cannot tell you, I can really not answer in numbers. But in years, it's approximately 

18 years of experience, doing children cases, on a daily basis. In that, I can also say 

that I am the safety coordinator of many of the schools in our policing area. And so 

many schools is a lot of children. And anything concerning a child at the school that 

is brought to my attention. And that is also where you have to deal with cases like this 
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child abuse cases because it is reported firstly by the school; the school have an 

obligation to report this to the police. And I've got a lot of those cases, mostly the case 

this is coming from there. Because of the school. It's not the parents that report; it is 

the school.” 

 

Bea further mentioned that it is very difficult to deal with these types of cases because 

she often experiences a conflict in which she “needs to only think with your brain and not 

your heart”. She tells me that experiencing the heartbreak of the child is one of the most 

challenging things about these cases as the child’s innocence and trust is broken, usually by 

those adults who were supposed to care for and protect the child. Working with the schools 

specifically and collaborating with other professionals to solve the case helps her in the 

profession. However, she still gets emotional during these cases and investigations, to the 

extent that she will sometimes burst out in tears. Bea mentioned: 

“It is not nice. I must be very honest with you. To respond to things like this, you need 

to only think with your brain and not your heart, but it is impossible. So it doesn't 

matter when I attend a case with a child abuse, I have a case at the moment. It's very 

bad. It is so bad that, you know, you get emotional, you get emotional and then you 

see the heartbreak of the child and you need to address the problem. And that is also 

very difficult. Because a child is being abused, mostly, by people that he or she knows, 

it is not a stranger that is coming into the house and abuse these children. In my 

experience, I have safety talks with schools. And in that specific moment, if I talk 

about that (child abuse). You can see who are the children who are being abused, 

because they will just burst out in tears. And I have that a lot of times. And then you 

address it from there. Most of the schools have these ladies that is caring for them, 

social workers. So then we address it from there, it is still very hard. It's still very bad. 

I, I always get emotional if I do things like this, but you need to keep your head 

straight and do the right thing. Because I am a police official, and I'm always doing 

everything in the best interest of the child.” 

 

I asked Bea to describe some of the emotions she experienced while attending a child 

abuse case, and she repeated that it is very difficult to see and experience the heartbreak of 

the abused child. She says it impacts her emotionally to see so much pain. She stated that the 

victim is always crying and that a young child cannot describe what had happened to him or 

her. Children find it very difficult to understand how and why the abuse occurred. Bea says 
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they “do not have the sentences that we [adults] have”. However, Bea mentioned that she is a 

firm believer in God and believes and experiences calmness from God when she has to attend 

to these cases. She does not get carried away by her emotions, but she is “very calm”. She 

specifically stated: 

“It is just I'm a believer in God. And I believe that I have this talent. It doesn't matter 

at what scene I am. It's as if I'm getting this calmness. I don't get hysterical and 

scream, and go on, I'm very calm. And I do it specifically, I handle it specifically, the 

way I need to handle it, and not any case is the same. I cannot compare this case to 

that case, saying that I did the same things, it is always different. Your circumstances 

under which this thing is happening is always different. And it's difficult, it is very 

difficult to see a child in so much pain and then you must address the father or the 

mother or the brother or the sister or the uncle, grandpa, grandmother whoever. So it 

is very difficult, I believe that I have this gift from God and that is why I'm still sitting 

here. But being calm at the scene is a different story from going home, take out the 

uniform, get a cup of tea and just cry it out. Because that happens always. It's very 

bad, you know you it has an emotional impact on you as a person, because I don't see 

a child with just a blue mark on his face or an arm that is broken or what. You see the 

heartbreak of this child and that is very bad. You know they always cry, they always 

cry if they explained to you what happened or this suspect did this or that. And you 

talk about a child, how must the child word these things to you? Because they do not 

have the sentences that we have. So it's very difficult it's really it's very difficult but I 

am very blessed to have this calmness coming from God if I attend to scenes like this 

especially if we can talk about child abuse and in regard to the sexual offenses act, 

then it is also very, very difficult. It's heartbreaking to see what the children is going 

through.” 

 

Bea further explains to me that she cannot just let out all of her emotions; she has to 

deal with it, as she must fulfil her duty in her office and continue her work. She mentioned 

that her children are very good motivators for her because they understand that their mother 

sometimes deals with a lot or has a lot to deal with in the day. Being in her children’s 

presence also helps her deal with the day’s challenges and praying at the end of a tough day 

at work. She explains that she does not use professional services to help her cope with 

negative emotions arising from her job as she finds her “own way, not by their office, but by 

the privacy of my own room, doing my own thing.” Bea mentioned: 
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“You must just deal with this because I must come back to this office tomorrow and 

what's going to bring the day of tomorrow. So, I am fortunate that I can deal with 

these things as I can deal with it because you cannot come back to this office with the 

brokenness of yesterday because you do not know what tomorrow or the next week is 

going to bring to you. So I am dealing with these things as it comes and that is my 

way. My children are also very good motivators, because I can sit them I don't need to 

discuss anything with him but they know “Mommy's not feeling nice” and just to be in 

their presence also helps me a lot and just talk about their day and how was your day 

and okay Mama's not feeling well tonight. I just need some time, it’s fine mommy and 

go and rest and I have some tea in then it is prayer time and cry time and then I go 

on.” 

 

Bea believes that her experience in dealing with child abuse has been a major 

contributor to successfully dealing with these cases, or as she says it: “Experience taught me 

that, my experience, I must be honest with you, I have experience in this. And that is why I 

can honestly tell you this is my way. The young members is not that, it's not that easy for 

them. So for me personally, that is my way. But for members that is attending to these cases, 

we see to it that they go for professional counselling”.  

 

Bea also prefers interviewing the child at some place the child feels comfortable at, as 

she believes, because: “The police station is not a place for a child to see. I prefer that 

because they get scared, and then it is more difficult for me to take a statement for an 

example. So I do that where the child is comfortable. And it's usually by the school or even by 

the church if needed, or otherwise by the house, but not at the police station.” 

 

I asked Bea how it is to have contact with the child, and she explained that it is very 

difficult as the child victim's emotions also influence her. According to her, a child cannot 

comprehend such abuse and all the investigations thereof. She elaborates, “You are 

heartbroken. Why must this child going through this much pain? So much sadness; I mean, it 

is a child. I'm not talking about an adult that can handle these things; you're talking about 

the child that do not need to handle all of this emotions and stress and trauma.” Bea also told 

me that she often has contact with the offender, which is also very difficult as it is often a 

person the child knows or trusts. She also experiences feelings of anger and aggression 

towards the perpetrator, but she has to stay composed in her professional capacity. She also 
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mentioned that the child often remembers her as the policewoman who arrested the person 

who committed the crime, and the child might remember her negatively, which she 

experiences as challenging. She specifically said: 

“Aaaaag, it’s very difficult, because this is somebody that the child know and trust 

and love. So it's very difficult. It's very, very difficult. But it needs to be done. And that 

is how we protect the children is by doing that things. So yes, it's not. Ooooooh It's 

not nice, you can get a bit aggressive and so on. But you just know how to do this and 

handle this. So I take my time and be calm and so on. But on the end of the day [sigh], 

you will always be remembered by: “this police lady arrested my daddy” [pause] and 

[pause] that is also not nice to hear, because that is how that child is going to 

remember me. And I prefer that the child remembers me by something positive, and 

not something that negative. But it needs to be done. And it's difficult.” 

 

As the interview continued, I asked Bea how policing child abuse affects her life. She 

responded that she experiences the effects of child abuse through investigation almost daily. 

This affects how she raises her children as she wants to provide them with the perfect safe 

environment where they do not have to experience any form of abuse. However, she was very 

tough with her son to ensure he would never abuse anybody. Bea experiences a sense of 

responsibility to help children – she thinks it is important and that investigating this type of 

offence is very difficult as there are many role players in the case. She tells me that policing 

child abuse cases impacts her whole being as she aspires to be positive and good in a world of 

very dark and sad case material. She mentions: 

“You know, you cannot answer in saying that it does not have any influence on how 

I'm bringing up my children, for an example. I am in this environment where I see 

what kind of things is being done to children. So much so that when I go home, I make 

very sure that I don't even complain to my children. I don't scream, I don't fight, I 

don't do anything. I just love them. Support them. Protect them. I don't do anything 

wrong with my children, just because of the fact that you see what this specific child 

went through in his own home. So it definitely has an impact on me in the way that I 

do things in the way that I see things in the way that I handle specific things. It has an 

impact on, I can go and have a safety talk and tell these children come forward, so 

that we can help you because at the end of the day, we need to help the children. And 

that is very important. So it a big impact on me on the way you see things on the way 

you do things the way you think, because I have to handle the victim. And on the other 
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hand is the suspect. And on this side, you have the family. I mean, I'm just giving an 

example this child is being abused by a father, who is married to the mother. So you 

have the child, which is the victim, you have the father, that is a suspect, you have the 

mother that is also a victim. So you need to address all of this. And it has a big 

influence on the way that I do things. The way that I make decisions. So it's having a 

big impact. Because I try to do the right thing. Because you have seen this, this is 

what this kind of things is doing to a child. So you try to do it right by your own 

children. Oh, I only have children. I'm not married or so. I’ve got my parents, I’ve got 

sisters. So I really do need to do things right. Let me give you an example about my 

son, I have a son. And I think I was tougher on him than on my girls. Because you 

cannot abuse a woman, it is not acceptable. So, I was tough on my son, really. But I 

can say with certainty, he will never abuse a woman, never. So yes, it has an impact 

on my whole being. Because I tried to do the right thing every day, every day, every 

day, I do my utmost best not to fight with anybody from the office, wherever I go, just 

to be a positive impact on everybody. Because of the fact that you see this sadness and 

bad things happening. We try to make a difference by being good and being positive.” 

 

I asked Bea if she felt responsible for protecting children, and she responded that “it is 

her duty” and that she “would not do anything else within the police”. She states that the 

community plays an important role in protecting children. Thus, her experience and 

connections to other sources of help, such as schools and NGOs, have allowed her to do her 

job more effectively. Bea specifically mentioned that she experiences her duty as the 

following: 

“Ja, Ja! It is my duty. I need to do that! Yes. Otherwise, I will not sit here and it is my 

choice by sitting here. As I said, I don't apply for promotion or things like that. I 

don't, I mean, I’m a Warrant Officer, I think for 23 years now, and in this office about 

18. So I love my work, I love doing this, I don't need I don't want to do anything else. 

And you must know, to do things like this, you need to know the community. I cannot 

just phone and make an appointment. I can go now and say, “Sir, we need to talk, 

there this problem. For example, if I go to school, I can go and sit with the principal. 

And, you know, we have an open door policy, they can phone me any time of the day. 

Anybody from the community for that matter. I mean, my phone is working 24 hours, 

seven days a week. So I'm known in the community by doing this. I mean, the security 

officers phone me “we have this case, what can we do?” Can you advise us?” I have 
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a lot of NGOs that I work with. Even then, we work with the social workers, we have a 

relation, I have a relationship with the social workers. And it took time. I mean, it 

took time to come there, where I can just pick up the phone a social worker and say: 

“We have this problem. Can you help us? Yes, let us do this or that”. So it took some 

time. But I am there where I can say they can phone, the people in the community 

know that I'm the one doing this. And I help where I can.” 

 

I probed Bea on her earlier response and asked her how she handles or deals with the 

stressors in her life or even a difficult day. Accordingly, she answers that she deals with it in 

her own way; she prays and lets out her emotions by crying or watching a film. Bea also 

mentioned that her professional experience has equipped her with the tools to handle these 

types of cases and stress in general. However, she also mentioned that, sometimes, one needs 

to go for professional help if you can no longer deal with it on your own. She highlighted two 

specific incidents that were very stressful to her: when her colleague passed away and when 

the police were the only people on the streets during the harsh COVID-19 lockdown. Bea 

mentions that she feels that God called her to do this type of work and that it is His will for 

her. Despite this, Bea feels that she is still only a human being, a mother, and a caregiver and 

that the nature of this type of work can sometimes become too much to handle on her own. 

She believes that her faith is the one thing that saves her from becoming overcome with 

sadness because of the sensitive case material. She specifically mentioned: 

“I pray a lot and I cry a lot and when I’m done with that I watch a movie [laughter]. 

Yeah, but it was not that easy. It wasn’t that easy. I’m just fortunate to be here with so 

much experience that I can say “I’m here”. And there are times [long pause], uhm, 

there are times when you just can handle all of these things. Then you just need to go 

the medical route once in a while. I can’t remember when but my colleague passed 

away here close to the station. It is about six or seven years ago and now you must 

know you have a whole lot of things that you must handle here at your desk, in your 

office, and then one of your members pass away. Now you go to that crime scene, you 

do this whole crime scene, and because of that I went the medical route by going to a 

psychiatric facility, just to find my way a bit and I think that was the best thing that I 

have done for myself. Because of all the things that you must handle. So yes, I’m 

really a person that will recommend that. If you feel that things are not good 

anymore, look at yourself. Go and do this whole psychiatric places for a while. Just 

find yourself. And I think that is the best thing you can do for yourself because they 
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have these programmes and things to equip yourself with how to handle trauma and 

stress and blah blah blah. So I’m also very positive about things like that. There is no 

shame in things like that. Not at all. I mean, we are being exposed to all these things. 

Not everybody is being exposed to. And yeah, so you are not, you are just a human 

being and you must handle a whole lot of things. It is not nice. I remember the first 

day of lockdown in 2020, 27th of March. We were the only people in the road. I mean 

there is no vehicle. There is no life. There is nothing there. I mean, how do you handle 

that? And I mean that was just “Wow”. And we are being exposed to this. And we 

have lost members. You are too scared to go to a complaint because what do find 

there? “Please stay there I’m positive with COVID, and yeah. Now, I must go back 

home and my children are there. So, it is definitely having an impact. As I said, I’m a 

child of God and I believe that if I wasn’t. I would not sit here. I really strongly 

believe that. I believe that is the will of God that I am here. And I also believe that I’m 

getting the protection and wisdom from God to do these things. The correct way. 

Really, I strongly believe that. But it is not easy. I must emphasise that. It is not easy. 

I’m also just a woman. I am also just a mother. A caregiver. I’m just that. And 

sometimes, it gets too much. Really, and then you just take a break for a day and go 

and do something totally different and then the next day we will go on. But yeah, it’s 

not easy. But, my faith is the only thing that carries me through the day. Really, 

otherwise I will go mad. I mean you see all of these things. You are being exposed to 

all of these things. It is not easy. And that is really all I wanted to say. Thank you.” 
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4.2.3 Colleen 

Colleen was 49 years of age at the time of the interview. She is a warrant officer, and 

according to her, she attended to some child abuse cases. She further states that “it is difficult 

to say how much. As I indicated earlier, we are often not dealing with the child, but the 

concerned party will come to the police station and give a statement.” She explained that she 

is often the one dealing with the victim's parents and not the child, as they have a family 

violence unit dealing with the child. She stated that:  

“As we have got our family violence officers, they are the ones who are dealing 

directly with the child. That officer will then write a statement what he or she was told 

by the child. So we are mainly dealing with the parents and not the child. The family 

violence unit are the ones who are dealing with the child.” 

 

Colleen told me about a specific incident that stood out for her when she had to deal 

directly with a child abuse victim. The child travelled from another province after being 

promised work and money. However, the perpetrator offering the work trafficked the young 

girl, and she was also forced to take drugs to make her addicted. The young girl could escape, 

“so she came to the police station looking for help”. Colleen “worked on this case until I had 

a certain suspect”. She explained to me how difficult and emotional this case was: 

“It was a very difficult case for me. To attend to that little girl. It was emotional. It 

was emotionally tough on me because I put myself in the shoes of the child. How is 

she going through it? At her age? How is it going to be in the future of this young 

girl? But we managed to help her and we also eventually caught the perpetrator.” 

 

I asked Colleen how it was to deal with the perpetrator after apprehending him, and 

she experienced feelings of anger for doing this to a young girl; however, she also felt 

feelings of pride for apprehending the criminal: 

“Uhhhh, after I arrested the perpetrator, I felt very proud, you know? Proud that I 

was able to save the life of one girl. Because of this guy, if we don’t arrest him, he will 

continue doing it. At the end of the day, maybe he was going to hunt for this girl, and 

kill this innocent girl because that girl was revealing information about him to the 

police. So ya, I felt very proud to be able to put this guy in jail because who knows? 

He could have done this to other children. I was angry. The first time I met him I was 

very angry. “How can you do that to a young girl?” She was supposed to be at 
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school, focusing on her education. Her life was disrupted because of this guy. If it was 

not for him, she would still be at home, focusing on her studies. Doing stuff that a 

normal eleven year old does, but now she must become an adult quickly sleeping with 

old men on the street, and what is she gaining? Only the drugs that are destroying her 

life in order to keep her on working. To keep her on being a sex slave. It was hard. It 

was difficult.” 

 

Despite her feelings of anger towards the criminal, she was conflicted as she could not 

show the victim any emotional reaction or judgement, but instead, she had to show 

unconditional support towards the child victim:  

“You know the anger it was there. I was feeling that I can get this person now, the 

perpetrator. I was so angry that he did it to this innocent child, I felt obligated to 

catch him because I did not want to see the sadness on that girl’s face on any other 

child’s face. You know, I was also sad for what had happened to the life of this young 

girl. A crime has been committed, her life will never be the same again. I had to be 

careful to not ask her all these questions, you know? “Why did leave your house?” 

“How could you trust this man?”. I had to be there to assist this young child. It 

happened, I could only be there for support. She could not feel judgement from my 

side. Whatever was in her mind, it had happened and I had to help this child to the 

best of my abilities. Not to put more things on her, you know, worry and stress about 

the reason why the crime occurred. Not to do more damage than what had been done 

already. I had to support her in order for us to solve the issues, to bring justice. I did 

not want to stress her out unnecessary because she came to us looking for help. She 

was crying for help, so what does it help if you are crossing your arms like that. What 

does all the questions help? She needed help and not more judgement.” 

 

The conflict in Colleen is further exemplified in her emotional reaction towards 

responding to child abuse cases. She mentioned that her emotions would come in the way of 

helping other children if she did not contain her emotions and reactions. As she is a mother 

who cares deeply for the well-being of her children, she had to decide to keep her emotions 

separate from her professional duties as a police woman: 

“It was very difficult, it was emotionally, but as times went on I thought: “If I keep on 

being emotional, how will be of assistance for other children?” Because I would be 

dealing with the situation while being emotional. I must balance myself so that I can 
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do what is expected of me. I have to keep these emotions inside me and I cannot act 

on those emotions. You know, as a woman, I am a mother, I care deeply for children, 

and I see all of these bad things happening to kids. I see everything that is happening, 

but I have to deal with the situation, I have to act as a professional and still carry out 

my duties. You see, that’s the thing, you still have to keep on with your duties. By 

being emotional, you won’t do anything. You won’t.” 

 

Colleen further explained that she has children and that: “It is also what made it more 

difficult because I thought about my child. If something happened to my child. How could I 

handle this issue?”. Colleen told me that incidents of child abuse and responding to these 

types of cases impact her relationship with her children in a way that she says: “I am often 

worried about the safety of my child. I need to keep my child safe at all times”. 

 

She also stated that being involved with these types of crimes has an impact on the 

way she raises not only her children but all children who are entrusted into her care: 

“I have seen what people can do to children so I raise my child in a strict manner. I 

always want to know where my child is. After this incident I was more focused. I was 

more focused on the safety of my child. Not just my child. Any child. I was running a 

child protection programme. In that one I was focusing on the issue. If ever I see 

another child on the street, I must feel that that child is mine. If that child needs help, 

I must go all out. Not to focus on the fact that it is not my child, I won’t help her. And 

I was running the project on it and even now we are busy with the child protection 

week and that is my initiative.” 

 

Colleen made it clear to me that her work is all about balance. On the one side, she 

has to deal with this abused child who is very traumatised and saddened due to what 

happened, as well as Colleen’s own emotions, and on the other side, she has to contain her 

emotional reactions as not further to traumatise the child, but instead to win the child’s trust: 

“I did have contact with the child. First, it was difficult, but as time goes on it gets 

better as the child learns that you are a person that they can trust. You know, a child 

needs to trust you. If you are acting in that way, you know, all stressed and emotional, 

also she becomes like that in a way. So you must really balance that things, you 

know? You have got this child in front of you that you need to help but you are also 

dealing with your own emotions on the inside. If you are showing all of these 
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emotions, she will feel “It is true that I am a victim of this abuse”. She must feel that I 

am being supported on this issue, but if you are over-emotional and overly comforting 

on that thing, she will feel depressed as well. She won’t cope with the situation. And 

she will also not open up and tell me details about the case. You need to have her 

trust.” 

 

Colleen believes she was put in the Child protection office for a reason and that 

protecting vulnerable children is very important to her and, in fact, her responsibility:  

“It is something very close to my heart. Very close to my heart. It is difficult to put 

into words, but I feel that I have a responsibility to protect those vulnerable children. 

That is what keeps me going. It is very difficult to work in this office, but I do believe 

that God put me here for a reason, and that is the reason: to help those vulnerable 

who need someone they can trust, you know?” 

 

I asked Colleen if she believed responding to child abuse cases hinders her from 

fulfilling her duties as a policewoman, and she said: “It is emotionally difficult to be dealing 

with these types of crime, but I do not think it would stop me from doing my work”. She also 

stated, "I would keep doing my job for as long as it takes.” 

 

I asked Colleen how she copes with child abuse cases and the sensitive case material 

related to these incidents, and she explained to me that she had to use professional services: 

“Yes, I did use support service. I went for counselling. I went for counselling. It 

helped me. A lot. It helped me a lot, and that is why I am still around. In fact, if I 

didn’t go for that counselling, it was going to be more difficult.” 

 

She also mentioned that she has other, more personal ways of coping, such as praying: 

“I pray a lot. A lot. That is the other thing that also keeps me in this office and gives 

me strength. It makes me strong. God keeps me strong so I pray to Him every day. 

You know, you deal with all this bad stuff on a daily basis and you have to keep it to 

yourself. So when I get home, I often just start to cry and then I pray and then I can go 

on. I get this feeling of closeness from praying as if someone is listening to me and He 

helps me to cope every day. In my mind I tell myself: “If it was not Him, I would not 

be here”. He chose me to be here so that I can help people that are in need. He chose 

me over all these other people to be in this office. You know? He put me here. I 

 
 
 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 



53 

 

believe that. There is a reason for everything and that is the reason why I am in this 

office. I have been in this office since the early 2000s. Around two decades in this 

specific office. And I never got any special training. I have never done anything like 

that to be in this office. Through Him I go through it every day, and I can keep 

carrying on. You know, another thing is that when I’m done at the end of the day at 

this office, I don’t take these things with me. When I get home I’m a parent, I’m a 

housewife. To my kids, to my husband, I am there for them. They don’t have to know 

about all the details of my day. I have to be there for them. I cannot put everything 

onto them. But, in the mornings, when my kids are at school and my husband goes to 

work and I put on my uniform, I am a policewoman, an officer in the line of duty who 

is there to offer my services to those who cross my path. So, what I am trying to see is 

that I am here with a purpose, a higher purpose. I am not here for myself, if it was 

then I would be gone a long time ago. And that is what other officers must understand 

as well, we are not here by ourselves, it is because of Him. He chose us.” 

 

I further asked Colleen if she had any closing remarks or some things that she has not 

yet mentioned, and she explained to me that the community often do not trust the police and 

that the police could provide valuable protection if the community just put their trust in the 

police for handling a certain case: 

“You know, a lot of people don’t think of the police as the first persons to ask for help 

when they need it. People had a bad image of us but we can provide so much 

assistance in an event of crime. You know, a lot of people don’t trust us but there is a 

lot of help in the police. It doesn’t help to complain, complain, complain but you 

never come to the police, never open a case. We are not limited to one unit. The police 

has got lots of categories inside. It is not only our duty to arrest. You know there is 

still some people out there who don’t even know about this office. We are trying by all 

means to bring the message to them that the police is not only here to arrest, but if 

you come here we will be able to help you as far as we are able to and I think the 

communities need to know this.” 

 

4.3 Summary 

The above chapter provided in-depth summaries of the three study participants to help 

the reader get to know the women who took part in the research and learn about their various 
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perspectives on their experiences as policewomen and their experiences investigating child 

abuse cases. Through these summaries, readers are introduced to the women who generously 

shared their stories, offering a glimpse into their lives and the significant roles they play 

within the context of law enforcement. The chapter ultimately aims to foster empathy, 

understanding, and a deeper appreciation for the challenges faced by women police officers 

in the realm of child abuse investigation.  
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Chapter 5: Findings and Discussion 

5.1 Overview 

This research study sought to explore, understand and interpret the lived experiences 

of three policewomen and their experiences policing child abuse cases within a South African 

context. In line with the research question and guiding aim, this chapter discusses the 

superordinate themes and subordinate themes that emerged from the data analysis and the 

interpretation of the researcher. The chapter aims to provide an understanding of each 

participant’s experiences and perceptions of policing child abuse, followed by integrating 

literature and findings. Thus, this chapter reveals the thematic findings developed as a result 

of the data collection and analysis process outlined in Chapter Three. The following 

superordinate themes discussed in the chapter below are emotional labour, the long-term impact 

of policing child abuse, and sources of strength. 

 

5.2 Themes and Discussion 

The following section will discuss the three superordinate themes along with the 

associated subordinate themes for each of the three superordinate themes. Figure 1 represents 

the experiences of the policewomen concerning policing child abuse. Unlike some other 

qualitative research methods, IPA does not start with a predefined theoretical framework or 

hypothesis. Instead, IPA, as utilised in this study, takes a more open and inductive approach 

to the role of theory (Smith et al., 2009). IPA is open to the role of theory, but it places a 

strong emphasis on exploring and understanding participants' experiences without 

preconceived notions (Frechette et al., 2020). It was thus important to be mindful of my own 

theoretical inclinations and biases to maintain the integrity of the interpretative process 

(Smith et al., 2009). 

 

Figure 1 

A summary of the superordinate themes and associated subordinate themes identified within 

this research study. 

Superordinate themes Subordinate themes 

1. Emotional labour 1. A challenging environment 

2. Empathy and compassion 

3. Catching and caring 

2. The long-term impact of policing child  

abuse 

4. The conflict between professionalism  

    and emotional reactions 

5. Raising their own children 
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6. Vicarious trauma 

3. Sources of strength 7. Collaboration with other units 

8. Policewomen's families as 

    sources of strength 

9. Faith as a source of strength 

 

Figure 2 

A visual summary of the three superordinate themes and the related subordinate themes 

drawn from the analysis. 

 

 

 

5.2.1 Emotional Labour 

Responding to questions regarding their experiences of policing child abuse, all three 

participants reflected on policing child abuse cases that require emotional labour. The 

characterisation of policing child abuse as emotional labour can be attributed to the nature of 

the work involved and its impact on law enforcement officers. This theme of emotional 

labour was deemed important by the researcher in the interpretation phase as it was impactful 

to all the participants. The theme illustrates the effort required to manage and regulate one's 

emotions in response to the demands of policing child abuse cases. When it comes to policing 

child abuse, policewomen are often faced with highly distressing and emotionally charged 
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situations. They may witness the physical and emotional trauma experienced by children, 

listen to their accounts of abuse, and interact with distraught family members. These 

encounters can be deeply disturbing and provoke strong emotional responses in officers, 

including sadness, anger, frustration, and empathy. During the analysis, three subordinate 

themes were created to capture the complexities of the emotional labour required to police 

child abuse cases as a woman, and these include (1) a challenging environment, (2) empathy 

and compassion, as well as (3) catching and caring. 

 

5.2.1.1 A Challenging Environment. All of the participants reflected on their 

personal experiences of policing child abuse in a challenging environment. These police 

women mentioned that they encounter child abuse cases frequently to such an extent that it is 

difficult to recall or quantify how many cases they have dealt with. As Anya explains the 

severity of child abuse cases: 

“You deal with so much; you don’t remember because it’s not just child abuse; it is an 

entire broad theme. There specific things that stand out in my brain, but I won’t be 

able to tell you. It’s over the hundreds.” 

 

Similarly, Bea explained that she attends to child abuse cases almost daily. She 

specifically mentioned: 

“So any case regarding a child is coming to my office, so much so that the client 

service center will phone me and tell me that I must attend this case of a child. So in 

numbers, I cannot tell you, I can really not answer in numbers. But in years, it's 

approximately 18 years of experience, doing children cases on a daily basis.” 

 

Colleen reflected on her past experiences and the number of cases she has dealt with, 

but she expressed that it is difficult to say. She stated: 

“It is difficult to say how much. As I indicated earlier, we are often not dealing with 

the child, but the concerned party will come to the police station and give a 

statement.” 

 

With high caseloads, there may be delays in responding to reports of child abuse, 

which can result in prolonged exposure of children to unsafe environments. Investigations 

may also take longer, potentially jeopardising the collection of crucial evidence. In addition, 
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the women in the study also mentioned that they often have to deal with these cases with 

limited resources. Limited resources can lead to understaffing in law enforcement and child 

protective services, making handling the sheer volume of cases challenging. This can result in 

overburdened officers, affecting the quality of care and attention given to each case. For 

instance, Anya mentioned: 

“… and it is making our work difficult because if we don’t find their address, that’s 

why it takes so long for them to be arrested because they are being notified and we 

don’t have these systems like overseas to track the offenders. We don’t have the 

resources because we are still living in a third-world country, you know? Our 

technology advances is not like America or UK. It’s not like CSI, you know? So yeah, 

it was emotionally traumatising for me.” 

 

Dealing with child abuse cases can be emotionally taxing for professionals, and the 

combination of high caseloads and limited resources can exacerbate this. Burnout and 

compassion fatigue may lead to a decrease in the overall quality of care provided. Limited 

resources and high caseloads pose significant challenges in effectively addressing and 

combating child abuse. These challenges can strain the ability of policewomen to provide 

adequate support and protection to vulnerable children. The reviewed experiences of policing 

child abuse cases in a challenging environment correspond to earlier research findings. For 

instance, Weber (2018) maintained that police staff involved with child abuse cases must 

work in an extremely challenging environment where many children are at risk. In addition, 

Hershkowittz et al. (2014) also mentioned in their research that successful investigation of 

child abuse cases could be difficult due to limited resources, the sensitive nature of child 

abuse cases and a certain skill set that police officers might need in these cases. 

 

5.2.1.2 Empathy and Compassion. Policing child abuse cases requires policewomen 

to navigate highly distressing and sensitive situations involving vulnerable victims. 

Policewomen must demonstrate empathy and compassion while interacting with traumatised 

children and their families. At the same time, they need to create a safe environment for 

victims to disclose their experiences and ensure their emotional well-being throughout the 

investigation. Anya mentions how she needs to empathise with the victim: 

“I think the only way you are going to make someone comfortable is you give them 

their comfort zone. I don’t think somebody will speak to you about something that is 
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hurtful if they don’t feel safe. So I think mostly as a police officer, most children draw 

to me because it’s my uniform. Some of them feel safe when they see me. Only with the 

physical appearance feel safe when they see me. When they start talking, it goes 

deeper; it goes deeper, it goes deeper.” 

 

Similarly, Colleen explained that during one of her experiences with a child abuse 

case, she had to show unconditional support towards the victim despite her own emotions 

during the investigation. She reported: 

“You know the anger it was there. I was feeling that I can get this person now, the 

perpetrator. I was so angry that he did it to this innocent child, I felt obligated to 

catch him because I did not want to see the sadness on that girl’s face on any other 

child’s face. You know, I was also sad for what had happened to the life of this young 

girl. A crime has been committed, her life will never be the same again. I had to be 

careful to not ask her all these questions, you know? “Why did leave your house?” 

“How could you trust this man?”. I had to be there to assist this young child. It 

happened, I could only be there for support. She could not feel judgement from my 

side. Whatever was in her mind, it had happened and I had to help this child to the 

best of my abilities. Not to put more things on her, you know, worry and stress about 

the reason why the crime occurred. Not to do more damage than what had been done 

already. I had to support her in order for us to solve the issues, to bring justice. I did 

not want to stress her out unnecessary because she came to us looking for help. She 

was crying for help, so what does it help if you are crossing your arms like that. What 

does all the questions help? She needed help and not more judgement.” 

 

Empathy and compassion play crucial roles in child abuse cases, as they are essential 

qualities that enable professionals to provide appropriate care and support to child victims 

and their families. Child victims of abuse often feel scared, confused, and ashamed. 

Demonstrating empathy helps create a safe and supportive environment where the child feels 

comfortable sharing their experiences. This understanding is crucial for tailoring 

interventions that address the child's unique needs, and it was important for the policewomen 

as it was central to their experiences and in providing a safe space for already victimised 

children. This finding aligns with past literature on the topic, as Oxburgh et al. (2014) found 

that a more empathic approach to victims can lead to a more successful investigation of a 

child abuse case. When victims sense that someone genuinely cares about their well-being, 
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they may be more willing to open up about their trauma. Empathy allows professionals to 

view the situation from the child's perspective, enabling them to better grasp the emotional 

and psychological impact of abuse. 

 

5.2.1.3 Catching and Caring. Policewomen involved in these cases often find 

themselves torn between their duty to enforce the law and their natural inclination to care for 

and protect children. The primary role of police officers is to uphold the law, identify 

perpetrators, and bring them to justice. In child abuse cases, this might involve taking actions 

that separate children from abusive caregivers. This can lead to conflict as the policewoman 

might be torn between enforcing the law and considering the child's emotional well-being 

when removing them from their home environment. For instance, Bea mentioned that she 

needs to apprehend the offender, often known to the child. The child might get upset with the 

officer for apprehending the person whom the child trusted despite the abuse. The 

policewoman might be in the uncomfortable situation of caring for the child but fulfilling 

their duty by catching the criminal. Bea reflected on her experiences with this conflict of 

“catching and caring” in the following way: 

“Aaaaag, It's very difficult, because this is somebody that the child know and trust 

and love. So it's very difficult. It's very, very difficult. But it needs to be done. And that 

is how we protect the children is by doing that things. So yes, it's not. Ooooooh It's 

not nice, you can get a bit aggressive and so on. But you just know how to do this and 

handle this. So I take my time and be calm and so on. But on the end of the day [sigh], 

you will always be remembered by: “this police lady arrested my daddy” [pause] and 

[pause] that is also not nice to hear, because that is how that child is going to 

remember me. And I prefer that the child remembers me by something positive, and 

not something that negative. But it needs to be done. And it's difficult.” 

 

Similarly, Colleen mentioned that she cares greatly for children, but her profession 

requires her to do the right thing by carrying out her duties. She mentioned: 

“I see everything that is happening, but I have to deal with the situation; I have to act 

as a professional and still carry out my duties. You see, that’s the thing, you still have 

to keep on with your duties. By being emotional, you won’t do anything. You won’t.” 
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Policewomen involved in these cases often find themselves torn between their duty to 

enforce the law and their natural inclination to care for and protect children. This finding 

aligns with Brady’s (2017) research in which it was found that the police often have to fulfil 

two roles that can occasionally conflict – apprehending the criminal and protecting the child. 

However, no prior literature demonstrates this conflict policewoman may face when 

determining whether to immediately remove a child from a dangerous situation or work with 

child protective services to try and keep the child within the family while addressing the 

underlying issues. Striking the right balance is challenging and requires careful assessment of 

each situation. This finding also demonstrates Hershkowittz et al.’s (2014) view that 

policewomen might need a certain skill in these cases. Based on the policewomen’s 

experiences, this skill of balancing emotions and fulfilling their professional duty remains 

important in their everyday job as a policewoman policing child abuse cases. 

 

5.2.2 The long-term impact of policing child abuse 

Policing child abuse as a woman has far-reaching and profound long-term impacts, 

not only on the individuals directly involved in the cases but also on the officers themselves. 

Women officers who dedicate themselves to combating child abuse face unique challenges 

and experiences that shape their professional and personal lives. From bearing witness to the 

harrowing accounts of abuse to navigating the intricacies of investigations and supporting 

victims, these officers often find themselves immersed in a world of immense emotional 

labour. The long-term effects of this may take a toll on their mental and emotional well-

being. Accordingly, the superordinate theme of the long-term impact of policing child abuse 

has been divided into the following three subordinate themes: (1) the conflict of 

professionalism and emotional reactions, (2) raising their own children, as well as (3) 

vicarious trauma. 
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5.2.2.1 The Conflict of Professionalism and Emotional Reactions. Child abuse 

cases can be emotionally distressing and triggering for law enforcement officers, including 

policewomen. Witnessing the suffering of children or the severity of abuse can evoke strong 

emotional reactions such as sadness, anger, or even feelings of helplessness. Policewomen, 

like any other human beings, naturally experience empathy and compassion, especially 

towards vulnerable victims like children. These emotions can make it difficult to remain 

completely detached and can influence their reactions. For instance, Anya mentioned that she 

always has to do the right thing in any circumstance, despite her own emotions. Specifically 

stated: 

“Because I have been dealing with abuse because of my professionalism, it is my 

profession to deal with certain cases of abuse. I don’t only deal with abuse, but I’ve 

have been affected because it is something I have dealt with in my career. Not once. 

Not twice. But a recurring offence. It makes me angry. It makes me sad. If I could, I 

would climb in a car and go fetch him. But, our laws do not allow us to take the law 

in our own hands. That is what makes me angry.” 

 

Regarding this conflict of acting professionally despite their own emotional reactions, 

Bea mentioned the following of her experience: 

“To respond to things like this, you need to only think with your brain and not your 

heart, but it is impossible. So it doesn't matter when I attend a case with a child 

abuse, I have a case at the moment. It's very bad. It is so bad that, you know, you get 

emotional, you get emotional and then you see the heartbreak of the child and you 

need to address the problem.” 

 

She also mentioned the following: 

“So it has a big impact on me on the way you see things on the way you do things the 

way you think, because I have to handle the victim. And on the other hand is the 

suspect. And on this side, you have the family. I mean, I'm just giving an example this 

child is being abused by a father, who is married to the mother. So you have the child, 

which is the victim, you have the father, that is a suspect, you have the mother that is 

also a victim. So you need to address all of this. And it has a big influence on the way 

that I do things. The way that I make decisions. So it's having a big impact. Because I 

try to do the right thing.” 
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Acting professionally requires officers to maintain objectivity and impartiality in their 

work. Maintaining a level of detachment in child abuse cases is crucial to conducting a 

thorough and unbiased investigation and ensuring justice is served. Officers are trained to 

cope with stressful and traumatic situations, but child abuse cases can present unique 

challenges due to their emotional nature. Finding the right balance between showing empathy 

and maintaining professionalism is essential for their well-being and ability to perform their 

duties effectively. Emotions can cloud judgment and impact decision-making during the legal 

process. To ensure a fair trial and protect the rights of all involved parties, officers must focus 

on collecting evidence and presenting facts accurately. Colleen stated that she had to put her 

emotions aside in order to follow the correct protocol to ensure that the victim had access to 

professional services. She specifically mentioned: 

“It was very difficult, it was emotionally but as times went on I thought: “If I keep on 

being emotional, how will be of assistance for other children?” Because I would be 

dealing with the situation while being emotional. I must balance myself so that I can 

do what is expected of me. I have to keep these emotions inside me and I cannot act 

on those emotions. You know, as a woman, I am a mother, I care deeply for children, 

and I see all of these bad things happening to kids. I see everything that is happening, 

but I have to deal with the situation, I have to act as a professional and still carry out 

my duties. You see, that’s the thing, you still have to keep on with your duties. By 

being emotional, you won’t do anything. You won’t.” 

 

This finding of attempting to balance one’s emotional reactions and fulfilling one’s 

role as a policewoman resonates with the views of Bozga et al. (2021) as it was established 

that due to the pressures of maintaining an apathetic response to suffering and aggressive 

behaviour while still striving to demonstrate compassion for the victims of child abuse, police 

officers may suffer from considerable psychological discomfort. When this function conflicts 

with the organisation's larger objectives and expectations, the situation might become much 

worse, according to Oxburgh et al. (2014). Indeed, these conflicting expectations can impact 

the progress of a successful investigation. 
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5.2.2.2 Raising Their Own Children. Policing child abuse exposes officers, 

including policewomen, to distressing and emotionally charged situations. The emotional toll 

of dealing with such cases can affect their mood and well-being at home, potentially 

impacting their interactions with their own children. In addition, policing child abuse cases 

can heighten a parent's awareness of potential dangers to children. As a result, policewomen 

may become more protective of their children, sometimes overly cautious, which can impact 

a child's sense of independence and freedom. Anya reflected on her own experiences of 

raising children, and she mentioned the following: 

“I have my own children, so it makes me be so protective. Not even my own, my 

friends’ children, any person that I share a personal relationship with. I am very 

protective when it comes to children, very. Because I have been dealing with abuse 

because of my professionalism, it is my profession to deal with certain cases of 

abuse.” 

 

Policing child abuse cases may expose policewomen to explicit details and disturbing 

information about abuse, which can inadvertently influence their communication with their 

children about sensitive topics. It is important to find the right balance between age-

appropriate discussions and protecting their children from unnecessary distress. Bea also 

mentioned that policing child abuse cases has a definitive effect on the way she raises her 

own children: 

“You know, you cannot answer in saying that it does not have any influence on how 

I'm bringing up my children, for an example. I am in this environment where I see 

what kind of things is being done to children. So much so that when I go home, I make 

very sure that I don't even complain to my children. I don't scream; I don't fight; I 

don't do anything. I just love them. Support them. Protect them. I don't do anything 

wrong with my children just because of the fact that you see what this specific child 

went through in his own home.” 

 

She also mentioned how it influenced the way she raised her only son: 

“Because you have seen this, this is what this kind of things is doing to a child. So you 

try to do it right by your own children. Oh, I only have children. I'm not married or 

so. I’ve got my parents, I’ve got sisters. So I really do need to do things right. Let me 

give you an example about my son; I have a son. And I think I was tougher on him 

than on my girls. Because you cannot abuse a woman, it is not acceptable. So, I was 
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tough on my son, really. But I can say with certainty he will never abuse a woman, 

never. So yes, it has an impact on my whole being.” 

 

Colleen expressed that being involved with these types of crimes has an impact on the 

way she raises not only her children but all children who are entrusted into her care: 

“I have seen what people can do to children, so I raise my child in a strict manner. I 

always want to know where my child is. After this incident, I was more focused. I was 

more focused on the safety of my child. Not just my child. Any child. I was running a 

child protection programme. In that one, I was focusing on the issue. If ever I see 

another child on the street, I must feel that that child is mine. If that child needs help, 

I must go all out. Not to focus on the fact that it is not my child, I won’t help her. And 

I was running the project on it, and even now, we are busy with the child protection 

week, and that is my initiative.” 

 

Police work can expose officers to traumatic events and high-stress situations. As a 

mother, witnessing and dealing with distressing incidents can be emotionally overwhelming, 

making it difficult to compartmentalise and separate work emotions from family life. Policing 

is inherently risky, and police mothers may experience additional anxiety about their own 

safety while also worrying about providing a safe environment for their children. The above 

findings resonate with the views of Agocs et al. (2015) in that a policewoman’s life can 

undoubtedly become significantly more stressful and difficult if they are a police officer and 

a mother simultaneously. It can be difficult to mentally and physically juggle the demands of 

motherhood with those of a police officer, who frequently deal with stressful situations and 

unpredictable work schedules. Motherhood requires constant care, attention, and emotional 

support for the children. 
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5.2.2.3 Vicarious Trauma. Constant exposure to traumatic cases can lead to 

secondary trauma, where law enforcement officers experience emotional distress due to their 

work. Policewomen, like their male counterparts, are susceptible to this phenomenon, which 

can further complicate their emotional reactions. For instance, Anya explained that “it is 

emotionally traumatising” for her to be involved in these types of cases. Similarly, Bea 

expressed the following regarding her experiences: 

“So it's very difficult, it's really it's very difficult, but I am very blessed to have this 

calmness coming from God if I attend to scenes like this, especially if we can talk 

about child abuse and in regard to the sexual offenses act, then it is also very, very 

difficult. It's heartbreaking to see what the children is going through.” 

 

Bea also stated the following about the traumatic nature of policing child abuse cases 

as a policewoman: 

“You must just deal with this because I must come back to this office tomorrow, and 

what's going to bring the day of tomorrow? So, I am fortunate that I can deal with 

these things as I can deal with it; because you cannot come back to this office with the 

brokenness of yesterday because you do not know what tomorrow or the next week is 

going to bring to you. So I am dealing with these things as it comes, and that is my 

way.” 

 

Police officers dealing with child abuse cases may encounter multiple traumatic 

incidents over time, increasing the likelihood of exposure to distressing situations that can 

affect their emotional well-being. For instance, Colleen had to go for counselling and 

expressed: 

“Yes, I did use support service. I went for counselling. I went for counselling. It 

helped me. A lot. It helped me a lot, and that is why I am still around. In fact, if I 

didn’t go for that counselling, it was going to be more difficult.” 

 

Over time, the accumulation of exposure to multiple child abuse cases may wear 

down an officer's emotional resilience, making them more susceptible to vicarious trauma. 

Bea specifically elaborated on her experience of vicarious trauma: 

“And there are times [long pause], uhm, there are times when you just can handle all 

of these things. Then you just need to go the medical route once in a while. I can’t 

remember when but my colleague passed away here close to the station. It is about six 
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or seven years ago and now you must know you have a whole lot of things that you 

must handle here at your desk, in your office, and then one of your members pass 

away. Now you go to that crime scene, you do this whole crime scene, and because of 

that I went the medical route by going to a psychiatric facility, just to find my way a 

bit and I think that was the best thing that I have done for myself. Because of all the 

things that you must handle. So yes, I’m really a person that will recommend that. If 

you feel that things are not good anymore, look at yourself. Go and do this whole 

psychiatric places for a while. Just find yourself. And I think that is the best thing you 

can do for yourself because they have these programmes and things to equip yourself 

with how to handle trauma and stress and blah blah blah. So I’m also very positive 

about things like that. There is no shame in things like that. Not at all. I mean, we are 

being exposed to all these things. Not everybody is being exposed to. And yeah, so you 

are not, you are just a human being and you must handle a whole lot of things. It is 

not nice. I remember the first day of lockdown in 2020, 27th of March. We were the 

only people in the road. I mean there is no vehicle. There is no life. There is nothing 

there. I mean, how do you handle that? And I mean that was just “Wow”. And we are 

being exposed to this. And we have lost members. You are too scared to go to a 

complaint because what do find there? “Please stay there I’m positive with COVID, 

and yeah. Now, I must go back home and my children are there. So, it is definitely 

having an impact.” 

 

Policing child abuse cases involves witnessing and investigating distressing and 

traumatic events that children have endured. The emotional intensity of these experiences can 

take a toll on the well-being of police officers, including policewomen. Policewomen may be 

more likely to empathise and identify with child victims, especially if they are mothers 

themselves or have personal experiences with abuse. This heightened empathy can make 

them more susceptible to experiencing vicarious trauma. This finding aligns with Powell and 

Guadagno’s (2013) speculation that police personnel might be more susceptible to the 

cumulative impact of trauma or vicarious traumatisation. It also aligns with the findings of 

Wright et al. (2006), which found that seeing abused and battered children is one of the most 

stressful police job experiences. 
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5.2.3 Sources of Strength 

In the challenging and emotionally demanding field of policing child abuse, women 

officers often find incredible strength and resilience. As they navigate through the distressing 

and heart-wrenching situations encountered in their work, these dedicated professionals draw 

upon their unique perspectives and strengths to bring comfort, support, and justice to the 

victims and their families. Despite the inherent emotional labour involved, the police women 

demonstrate exceptional fortitude and compassion, inspiring hope and profoundly impacting 

the lives of those affected by child abuse. Through their unwavering commitment and 

determination, they serve as beacons of strength, providing a vital pillar of support within 

their communities and shining a light on the path towards healing and justice. The following 

discussion highlights participants’ answers and my interpretation of their experiences 

regarding the sources of their strength. It includes a discussion of (1) collaboration with other 

units, (2) policewomen’s families as sources of strength, as well as (3) faith as a source of 

strength. 

 

5.2.3.1 Collaboration with Other Units. Child abuse investigations often require a 

multidisciplinary approach due to the complex nature of the cases. Collaborating with other 

units, such as forensic experts, medical professionals, social workers, and mental health 

professionals, allows investigators to tap into their specialised knowledge and skills. This 

collaboration enhances the overall expertise and effectiveness of the investigative team. Anya 

reflects on her experience collaborating with other units by stating that the following is 

mostly involved in child cases: “social workers, it’s our psychologists, FCS our sexual unit, 

as well as umm shelters”. Colleen also mentioned that collaboration is a great source of 

strength for the police; she expressed the following: 

“As we have got our family violence officers, they are the ones who are dealing 

directly with the child. That officer will then write a statement what he or she was told 

by the child. So we are mainly dealing with the parents and not the child. The family 

violence unit are the ones who are dealing with the child.” 

 

Child abuse investigations may involve gathering and analysing various types of 

evidence, conducting interviews, and coordinating support services for victims. Collaborating 

with other units allows investigators to access additional resources, such as forensic 

laboratories, specialised equipment, databases, and funding sources. This shared resource 
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pool strengthens the investigative capacity and improves the chances of a successful 

outcome. Investigating child abuse cases can be emotionally demanding and psychologically 

challenging. Collaborating with other units fosters a sense of support, camaraderie, and 

shared purpose. Investigators can lean on one another for emotional support, share 

experiences, and debrief challenging cases. This support network can help alleviate the stress 

and isolation often associated with this line of work, promoting resilience and well-being. 

Bea reflects on her experience of collaboration with other units in the following way: 

“I mean, my phone is working 24 hours, seven days a week. So I'm known in the 

community by doing this. I mean, the security officers phone me “we have this case, 

what can we do?” Can you advise us?” I have a lot of NGOs that I work with. Even 

then, we work with the social workers, we have a relation, I have a relationship with 

the social workers. And it took time. I mean, it took time to come there, where I can 

just pick up the phone a social worker and say: “We have this problem. Can you help 

us? Yes, let us do this or that”. So it took some time. But I am there where I can say 

they can phone, the people in the community know that I'm the one doing this. And I 

help where I can.” 

Collaboration with other units and agencies is a significant strength for child abuse 

investigators. Child abuse cases are often complex and multifaceted, requiring expertise and 

resources from various disciplines to ensure a comprehensive and effective response. This 

finding aligns with Herbert and Bromfield’s (2017) finding that one area of collaboration 

between law enforcement and child protective services is support among the agencies. Child 

abuse investigators can conduct more thorough and comprehensive investigations by pooling 

resources and sharing information. This helps build stronger cases against perpetrators and 

ensures the child's best interests are served, which was central to the experiences of the 

policewomen as it means efficiency in catching the criminal and bringing about justice to the 

victims. 
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5.2.3.2 Policewomen’s Families as Sources of Strength. The support and pride of an 

officer's family can be a powerful motivator. Knowing that their loved ones believe in the 

importance of their work and are proud of their efforts can instill a sense of purpose and 

dedication in the investigator. It can be a constant reminder of the significance of their role in 

protecting vulnerable children and seeking justice. This motivation can fuel the investigator's 

drive to overcome challenges and persist in their work. As an example of this motivation, 

Anya mentioned specifically: 

“So, for me it is easy because I have my own children. So, it is easy for me to go down 

to a child’s level. Even before I had my children, it was easy for me because I think as 

a woman, you have a motherly instinct. It comes naturally. If you see a child cry you 

just want to get help them. If you close your eyes and you’re a baby cry, you want to 

go look for the baby. Really. Sometimes, it is my instinct kicking in to care for that 

child. Even though it’s not your own. And, I think personally, my work gives me the 

opportunity to help those that cannot protect themselves. Like, I wish I had that voice 

when I was a young girl, I wish I had someone like me to explain to me like, to my 

friends, or to whoever who might be going through these things, “It’s okay, you 

know?” And now I’m that person that I wanted. I think I’ve warped into the person 

that I needed as a child for my friends, my family, my community.” 

 

Anya also mentioned, apart from her children, her partner is a great source of strength 

by stating the following: 

“My partner is a police officer as well. So that’s the nice thing about it, I speak to 

him, I vent everything on him. I vent it. Sometimes, I am shouting things at him that he 

has no clue about: “Listen here, the perpetrator did this and that”. I tell him because 

he has the same confidentiality because we are in the same career pattern. I cannot 

go tell somebody else because some people like to gossip. Other people like other 

people’s stuff and I am trying to protect this child. Privacy, you know? So, I can’t be 

telling people from outside, things that are happening within my work. My work is 

protected, it is confidential. People tell me confidential things, even if it is not agreed. 

It is an oath I have taken: It is confidentiality. I can’t go “They opened up a case to 

that guy” It is unlawful to do so. So I am very disciplined. It is either right way, 

wrong way. There is no in between or maybe in my world.” 
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Despite the challenging experiences of policing child abuse cases, their children may 

also be good motivators for policewomen to fulfil their duty. For example, Bea expressed the 

following: 

“My children are also very good motivators, because I can sit them I don't need to 

discuss anything with him but they know “Mommy's not feeling nice” and just to be in 

their presence also helps me a lot and just talk about their day and how was your day 

and okay Mama's not feeling well tonight. I just need some time, it’s fine mommy and 

go and rest and I have some tea and then it is prayer time and cry time and then I go 

on.” 

 

Similarly, Colleen mentioned that as a mother, she cares deeply for children, which 

also motivates her to fulfil her duty as a policewoman. She specifically stated: 

“You know, as a woman, I am a mother, I care deeply for children, and I see all of 

these bad things happening to kids. I see everything that is happening, but I have to 

deal with the situation; I have to act as a professional and still carry out my duties.” 

 

Although previous literature demonstrates that being a police officer and a mother 

simultaneously can add significant stress and challenges to a policewoman’s life, as asserted 

by Agocs et al. (2015), the current research found that the policewoman’s family may 

actually serve as a source of motivation. The support and understanding they receive from 

their families can play a crucial role in helping investigators stay resilient and dedicated to 

their important mission. It is important to note that child abuse investigators often encounter 

challenging and distressing situations, which can affect not only them but also their families. 

However, the support and understanding of their families can be a powerful source of 

motivation for child abuse investigators. The knowledge that their work positively impacts 

the lives of vulnerable children, coupled with the emotional support from their families, can 

help investigators stay dedicated and resilient in their vital role of protecting and advocating 

for child victims. 
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5.2.3.3 Faith as a Source of Strength. Investigating child abuse can be emotionally 

challenging and distressing. Faith can provide investigators with a sense of resilience and 

inner strength, enabling them to cope with their work's difficult and disturbing aspects. It 

offers solace, hope, and a belief in the possibility of healing and restoration. Anya mentions 

early in the interview that her faith and religion played a major part in being able to cope with 

the emotionally demanding task of policing child abuse cases; she states: 

“I think for me, my religion played a big part in all of this. Because I couldn’t have 

done this without a more spiritual aspect. Because I had to keep faith, I had to be 

motivated, I had to have hope you know. I had to be driven, you cannot not be driven 

and do this mentally, emotionally, it’s a challenge.” 

 

Bea mentioned that she receives inner strength and a sense of calmness from her faith. 

She expressed: 

“It is just I'm a believer in God. And I believe that I have this talent. It doesn't matter 

at which scene I am. It's as if I'm getting this calmness. I don't get hysterical and 

scream, and go on, I'm very calm. And I do it specifically, I handle it specifically, the 

way I need to handle it, and not any case is the same. I cannot compare this case to 

that case, saying that I did the same things, it is always different. Your circumstances 

under which this thing is happening is always different. And it's difficult, it is very 

difficult to see a child in so much pain and then you must address the father or the 

mother or the brother or the sister or the uncle, grandpa, grandmother whoever. So it 

is very difficult, I believe that I have this gift from God and that is why I'm still sitting 

here.” 

 

In the same way, Colleen mentioned that her faith provides her with a great source of 

strength and resilience. She expressed the following regarding her faith as a coping 

mechanism: 

“I pray a lot. A lot. That is the other thing that also keeps me in this office and gives 

me strength. It makes me strong. God keeps me strong so I pray to Him every day. 

You know, you deal with all this bad stuff on a daily basis and you have to keep it to 

yourself. So when I get home, I often just start to cry and then I pray and then I can go 

on. I get this feeling of closeness from praying as if someone is listening to me and He 

helps me to cope every day. In my mind I tell myself: “If it was not for Him, I would 

not be here”. He chose me to be here so that I can help people that are in need. He 
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chose me over all these other people to be in this office. You know? He put me here. I 

believe that. There is a reason for everything and that is the reason why I am in this 

office. 20 years, two decades in this specific office. And I never got any special 

training. I never done anything like that to be in this office. Through Him I go through 

it every day, and I can keep carrying on. You know, another thing is that when I’m 

done at the end of the day at this office, I don’t take these things with me. When I get 

home I’m a parent, I’m a housewife. To my kids, to my husband, I am there for them. 

They don’t have to know about all the details of my day. I have to be there for them. I 

cannot put everything onto them. But, in the mornings, when my kids are at school 

and my husband goes to work and I put on my uniform, I am a policewoman, an 

officer in the line of duty who is there to offer my services to those who cross my path. 

So, what I am trying to see is that I am here with a purpose, a higher purpose. I am 

not here for myself, if it was then I would be gone a long time ago. And that is what 

other officers must understand as well, we are not here by ourselves, it is because of 

Him. He chose us.” 

 

Faith can give investigators a strong sense of purpose and a conviction that their work 

is meaningful and important. It can fuel their determination to uncover the truth, hold 

perpetrators accountable, and ensure the safety and welfare of vulnerable children. This sense 

of purpose can sustain them through the challenges they may encounter. For instance, Anya 

mentions that praying helps her in her daily life as a policewoman: 

“No, I don’t use the support services provided. I think praying helps me. My religion 

helps me not to go mentally unstable or have an emotional breakdown because you 

need to vent.” 

In the same way, Bea mentioned that her faith gives her a sense of purpose and that it 

is why she does this work of policing child abuse. She reflected on her experiences in the 

following way: 

“As I said, I’m a child of God and I believe that if I wasn’t. I would not sit here. I 

really strongly believe that. I believe that is the will of God that I am here. And I also 

believe that I’m getting the protection and wisdom from God to do these things. The 

correct way. Really, I strongly believe that. But it is not easy. I must emphasise that. It 

is not easy. I’m also just a woman. I am also just a mother. A caregiver. I’m just that. 
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Like the other two participants, Colleen mentioned that her faith and religion also 

provide her with a purpose amidst this challenging role as a protector of vulnerable children. 

She stated: 

“It is something very close to my heart. Very close to my heart. It is difficult to put 

into words, but I feel that I have a responsibility to protect those vulnerable children. 

That is what keeps me going. It is very difficult to work in this office, but I do believe 

that God put me here for a reason, and that is the reason: to help those vulnerable 

who need someone they can trust, you know?” 

 

Faith can serve as a healthy coping mechanism for the women police officers in the 

study, providing emotional support and resilience in the face of the challenging and 

distressing nature of their work. This finding demonstrates that faith and religion can counter 

the negative effects of stress, as identified by Queiros et al. (2020), including an increase in 

sickness and absence from work, poor work performance, job dissatisfaction, a reduction in 

motivation, a reduction in one's ability to perform complex task as well as the use of 

unhealthy coping mechanisms. In this study, faith served as a positive coping mechanism. In 

fact, faith may help these women see the bigger picture and transcend the boundaries of their 

immediate work environment. This broader perspective may enhance their understanding of 

the significance of their role in the lives of the children they serve. 

 

5.3. Summary 

The present chapter offered an overview of the analytic outcomes derived from the 

current study. This research study aimed to investigate and understand the lived experiences 

of three policewomen involved in policing child abuse cases within the context of South 

Africa. In alignment with the research question and overarching objective, this chapter delved 

into the superordinate and underlying subordinate themes that emerged through the analysis 

of collected data. The primary goal of this chapter was to provide insights into each 

participant's distinct encounters and perspectives concerning the policing of child abuse, 

subsequently interlinking these findings with existing literature. In this manner, the chapter 

uncovered the thematic outcomes that have emerged from the data collection and analysis 

procedures. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

6.1 Introduction 

In this concluding chapter, a summary and review of the research findings are 

provided to bring the investigation to a close. The main objective of this chapter is to provide 

an integrated understanding of the study’s outcomes, including a condensed discussion of the 

key findings, the limitations identified, the contributions made by the research, and the 

suggestions proposed by the study. Ultimately, this chapter encapsulates how the study 

effectively addressed the research question and fulfilled its overarching aim.  

 

6.2 Summary of Key Findings 

This research study focused on understanding the experiences of policewomen 

involved in policing child abuse cases, emphasising their lived accounts and the meanings 

they attach to these experiences. The analysis revealed several key themes through an IPA 

(Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis) methodology: 

Policing child abuse cases was found to be emotionally laborious for policewomen. 

They often dealt with physically and emotionally distressing cases involving minors, which 

could be emotionally disturbing and evoke various reactions. This emotional labor was 

exacerbated by a challenging work environment with high child abuse case rates and limited 

resources. Policewomen were frequently required to display empathy and compassion when 

interacting with traumatized children and their families. This balancing act often led to inner 

turmoil, as they needed to set aside personal emotions to fulfill their professional duty. The 

emotional discomfort was especially evident in cases where children needed to be removed 

from abusive caregivers. Policing child abuse cases could have a significant long-term impact 

on the emotional well-being of policewomen. Witnessing the suffering of abused children 

could lead to strong emotional reactions, potentially making it challenging to remain 

impartial. Finding the right balance between professionalism and empathy was crucial for 

successful case investigations. Policing child abuse cases had emotional, psychological, and 

practical effects on policewomen, impacting their personal lives and potentially their 

children's upbringing. Exposure to distressing situations could lead to feelings of anger, 

sadness, helplessness, and frustration, which might spill over into personal life. Separating 

work-related stress from home life could be challenging. Policing child abuse cases could 

lead to vicarious trauma in police investigators. The emotional intensity of the cases, coupled 

with the need to establish rapport with victims, could result in investigators internalizing the 
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emotions and trauma of those they were trying to help. Cumulative exposure to trauma from 

multiple cases could increase the risk of developing vicarious trauma. 

On the positive side, several sources of strength were identified among policewomen 

involved in these cases: 

Collaborating with professionals from different units provided access to diverse skills, 

insights, and emotional support. It helped alleviate the sense of isolation and fostered learning 

and skill development. Policewomen found support and understanding from their families, 

helping them cope with the emotional challenges and stress of their work. Open 

communication with loved ones and engaging in activities together were crucial for 

maintaining a healthy work-life balance. Faith served as a significant source of strength, 

offering comfort, solace, and hope during challenging times. Prayer and moments of 

reflection helped investigators process their emotions, seek guidance, and find tranquility 

amidst the turmoil of their work. 

In summary, the study revealed the emotional challenges and toll of policing child 

abuse cases for policewomen, along with the potential for long-term impact. However, it also 

highlighted sources of strength, including collaboration, family support, and faith, which 

played essential roles in helping these policewomen cope with the demands of their 

emotionally challenging work. 

 

6.3 Recommendations 

This study has shed light on the complex experiences of policewomen involved in 

child abuse cases. The study revealed the emotional toll policing child abuse cases can have 

on policewomen. These findings underscore the importance of prioritising policewomen’s 

mental and emotional well-being by providing access to counselling, mental health resources, 

and peer support programmes. Policewomen highlighted the need for a strong support 

network. It could be beneficial for police organisations to acknowledge the emotional 

demands of this work and further promote an environment where policewomen feel 

comfortable seeking and receiving emotional support from colleagues and supervisors. In 

addition, understanding the coping strategies employed by policewomen may inform training 

programmes. Incorporating stress management, emotional regulation, and self-care 

techniques in training may equip policewomen with effective tools to manage the emotional 

challenges of child abuse cases. 
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The study revealed that maintaining a healthy work-life balance is challenging for 

policewomen in this field. It may be beneficial for police organisations to implement flexible 

scheduling, encourage time off, and foster a culture that respects officers’ need for personal 

time to prevent burnout. Furthermore, the findings indicate a need for specialised training that 

prepares policewomen for the unique emotional and ethical challenges of child abuse cases. 

Training could also focus on trauma-informed practices, empathy-building, and 

communication skills when dealing with victims and their families. This can include 

debriefing sessions after challenging cases and sensitivity to re-traumatisation during 

investigations. Based on my interpretations, these recommendations may lead to a more 

supportive and empathetic environment for policewomen working on child abuse cases. This, 

in turn, can lead to improved overall well-being, job satisfaction, and effectiveness in 

addressing these challenging cases. 

 

While this study has provided insights into policewomen’s experiences in child abuse 

cases, further research is warranted to deepen understanding and inform future practices. A 

longitudinal study could track the long-term impact of such experiences on policewomen’s 

mental health and well-being. Additionally, a comparative study could explore potential 

differences in experiences and coping strategies between policewomen and their male 

counterparts in similar roles. Given the focus of this study on policewomen, a parallel 

qualitative study could focus on male officers in child abuse units. This would offer insights 

into their experiences, emotional responses, and how they perceive and support their female 

colleagues. Such research endeavours would contribute to a more comprehensive 

understanding of the dynamics at play and help refine the strategies to improve the overall 

experience of policewomen involved in child abuse cases. 

 

6.4 Strengths of the Study 

The inherent limitations in the study mentioned below may be contrasted by possible 

contributions this research study has sought to make. The clear scarcity of qualitative 

research on policewomen’s experiences and interpretations of policing child abuse cases was 

identified and discussed. Thus, this study made a clear epistemological contribution to bridge 

the dearth of international and local qualitative and idiographic research relating to qualitative 

accounts of policing child abuse cases as experienced from the policewomen’s perspective.  

The study addresses a significant gap in the existing literature by exploring policewomen's 
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experiences and interpretations of policing child abuse cases. This research contributes to the 

field by providing valuable insights into an area that has been underrepresented in qualitative 

research. The study's approach to capturing the lived experiences, feelings, and perceptions of 

policewomen regarding child abuse cases is a strength. This phenomenological and 

idiographic exploration can provide rich and detailed accounts, allowing for a deeper 

understanding of the subject matter. This study has, therefore, contributed to the lived 

experiential and phenomenological accounts of policewomen’s experiences, feelings, and 

perceptions regarding policing child abuse cases. By giving voice to the experiences and 

perspectives of policewomen in child abuse cases, the study contributes to a more 

comprehensive understanding of their roles and challenges. This study may also serve as a 

foundation for future qualitative research in this field, encouraging further exploration and 

building on the knowledge base regarding the experiences of policewomen in child abuse 

cases. 

 

6.5 Limitations 

An IPA methodology rooted in interpretivism was assumed in the study while 

exploring the lived experiences and meaning-making processes of policewomen who police 

child abuse cases. Even though the chosen theoretical framework and methodology (IPA) 

allowed me to give voice to and amplify participants’ accounts and interpretations of their 

lived experiences of policing child abuse, some limitations remain. Exploring lived realities 

reflects efforts at making sense of the meanings participants assign to phenomena (Smith et 

al., 2009). As such, IPA usually reflects a unique combination of experiences specific to a 

certain sample and may not necessarily reflect the experience of a specific phenomenon for 

all members of a population (Frechette et al., 2020). It, therefore, remains idiographic, 

subjectively interpreted and lacks generalisability even though generalisability was not the 

aim of the research (Nizza et al., 2021). The findings are thus not necessarily generalisable or 

constituent of any ‘absolute’ or ‘objective truth’ and may, therefore, not represent all South 

African policewomen’s experiences and meanings regarding the policing of child abuse. 

However, this exploration may have identified a need to establish representative accounts of 

officers, given the nature of their experiences. 

Another limitation inherent in this study is the omission of a reflexive research 

journal. Even though I aimed to include the reflexive journal as an appendix, I could not get 

the chance to include the contents of this journal as I ideally would have wanted to and as 
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initially planned. Including this content in an appendix for inclusion was not possible and as a 

result it was omitted due to time constraints. It was decided to prioritise the accounts and 

experiences of the policewomen, rather than including supplementary material such as a 

reflexive journal. In addition, due to time constraints, it was difficult to meet with the 

participants after writing the dissertation to check whether my interpretations capture their 

experiences. However, I have sent a summary of my interpretations and findings to the 

participants to provide them with the opportunity to read my interpretations of their 

experiences. However, despite these limitations, I have strived to construct a compelling and 

unfolding narrative. I also aimed to develop a vigorous experiential account with a specific 

focus on participants’ experiences by close analytic reading as well as attending to 

convergence and divergence in the participants’ accounts (Nizza et al., 2021). 

Lastly, the IPA methodology draws on the researchers’ insights and interpretations of 

participants’ interpretations (Smith et al., 2009). Hence, the participants’ intended meaning(s) 

may be obscured by how I chose to reflect on the participants’ lived experiences within the 

context of this study (Smith et al., 2009). Therefore, researchers may be tempted to 

emphasise their own opinions instead of purposively engaging with the participants’ 

experiences and amplifying their voices (Frechette et al., 2020).  

 

6.6 Conclusions 

This study gave an overview of the main difficulties policewomen face policing child 

abuse cases and how these experts handle these difficulties daily. In an attempt to answer the 

research question, namely, “How do policewomen experience policing child abuse cases?” 

several findings were made. Firstly, policing these child abuse cases is experienced as an 

emotionally taxing job with high rates of offending and limited resources. During these 

challenges, women often have to show empathy and compassion. They often have to do the 

uncomfortable job of catching the criminal while still caring for the victim. This may not be 

easy for women as they see the heartbreak in the child victim. Policewomen are often in the 

uncomfortable position of acting professionally and fulfilling their duties despite 

experiencing intense emotional reactions in the case. Apart from the effect on themselves, 

policing child abuse cases may also affect how policewomen raise their own children. The 

emotional and psychological challenges that policewomen face when working on child abuse 

cases can lead to the development of vicarious trauma. 
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Apart from the challenges mentioned, the policewomen also experienced sources of 

strength in their work, such as strength from collaborating with other units, strength from 

their families, and the positive influence of faith in their daily lives. Although the study’s 

sample was small, the findings were generally in line with the body of international literature 

involving professionals who handle complaints of child abuse (Bozga, 2020; Burns & 

Buchanan, 2020; Craddock & Telesco, 2021). This alignment with existing research suggests 

that the experiences and challenges identified within the study are not isolated but reflect 

broader trends and common themes that professionals in various contexts encounter when 

dealing with child abuse cases. Moreover, this alignment with international literature 

reinforces the urgency of addressing the emotional toll that handling child abuse cases can 

have on professionals. It underscores that the emotional challenges, potential for vicarious 

trauma, and the need for comprehensive support systems are concerns shared by 

professionals across different cultural and organisational settings. By delving into the 

experiences of policewomen in child abuse cases, the study has provided a foundation for 

informed strategies that can better support these officers, safeguard their mental well-being, 

and ultimately improve their effectiveness in addressing one of society’s most sensitive and 

critical challenges. 

To conclude, after analysis and interpretation of the policewomen’s accounts of 

policing child abuse cases, I found that these women often experience great challenges in 

their daily work as they aim to protect children and bring about justice. It became apparent 

that policewomen involved in policing child abuse cases have to deal with these cases on a 

frequent basis, to such an extent that it may be difficult to quantify how many cases they have 

attended to. They also have to respond to these cases in a very challenging environment with 

limited resources and high rates of recidivism which brings about a variety of emotional 

responses in the women. Despite their emotional reactions, they have to remain impartial in 

the face of suffering in order for them to fulfil their duty and to act professional. Seeing all 

the suffering caused to child victims affect not only the policewomen personally, but also in 

the way that they raise their own children. They often become overprotective of their children 

and worry for their safety. However, their children and families might serve as motivation for 

them and a means of coping with a demanding job. It was also found that faith as well as 

professional help such as counselling played an important role in the way in which these 

women cope. This research not only deepened understanding of the challenges and coping 

mechanisms of women officers in this context but also shed light on the broader societal 

implications of their work on personal lives and relationships.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Participant Information Sheet 

 

 

 

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET 
 

 

AN INTERPRETATIVE PHENOMENOLOGICAL STUDY OF POLICEWOMEN’S 

EXPERIENCES OF POLICING CHILD ABUSE 

 

Hello my name is Armand Luijk, I am currently a Master student at the Faculty of Humanities, 

University of Pretoria. You are being invited to take part in my research study. Before you decide to 

participate in this study, it is important that you understand why the research is being done and what it 

will involve. Please take some time to read the following information carefully, which will explain the 

details of this research project. Please feel free to ask the researcher if there is anything that is not 

clear or if you need more information. 

 

WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THE STUDY? 

 The purpose of this study is to find out how women police officers experience the 

policing of child abuse cases. Little is known about how policewomen experience the policing 

of child abuse despite having to conduct child abuse investigations. Therefore, I have decided 

to conduct a study on the experiences of policewomen with regards to the policing of child 

abuse. 

 The overall aim of this study is to discover how policewomen experience the policing 

of child abuse. 

 

WHY HAVE YOU BEEN INVITED TO PARTICIPATE? 

 You will be invited to participate because you are a female police officer with 

experience in policing child abuse. 

 You have also complied with the following: 

o You are competent in English; 

o You are a female police officer; 

o You have experience in policing child abuse; 

o You have completed SAPS training and you are an active police member. 

 You will be excluded if you are not proficient in English, a male police officer, if you do 

not have any experience in policing a child abuse case, or if you are not an active police 

officer. 
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WHAT IS THE NATURE OF MY PARTICIPATION IN THIS STUDY? 

 You will be expected to participate in an interview with me. The interview may be 

conducted in-person where you are stationed or through an online videoconference.  

 During this interview, I will ask you questions about your experience in dealing with 

child abuse cases. In this time, you will be provided with the opportunity to be open and 

honest about your experiences. This interview will take approximately 45 to 60 minutes of 

your time.  

 Permission to record the interview will be asked. You will also be provided with the 

opportunity to ask questions regarding uncertainties or to express your feelings resulting from 

the interview. 

 

CAN I WITHDRAW FROM THIS STUDY EVEN AFTER HAVING AGREED TO PARTICIPATE? 

 Participating in this study is voluntary and you are under no obligation to consent to 

participation. If you do decide to take part, you will be given this information sheet to keep and 

be asked to sign a written consent form. You are free to withdraw at any time and without 

giving a reason, if you decide not to take part in the study without negative consequences or 

being penalized. 

 

WILL THE INFORMATION THAT I CONVEY TO THE RESEARCHER BE KEPT CONFIDENTIAL? 

 Anonymity will be ensured by keeping the identity of the research participant 

confidential and will not be associated with any data. Anonymity will further be ensured by 

ensuring that the participant’s names and stations will not be revealed. Furthermore, collected 

data will not be disclosed to any unauthorised persons. Confidentiality will be ensured by 

assigning code names/numbers to each participant, and that will be used in all research notes 

and documents. Findings from this data will be disseminated through conferences and 

publications. Reporting of findings will be anonymous, only the researchers of this study will 

have access to the information. 

 Please note participant information will be kept confidential, except in cases where 

the researcher is legally obliged to report incidents such as abuse and suicide risk. 

 

WHAT ARE THE POTENTIAL BENEFITS OF TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY? 

 Direct benefits for you as a participant will be insight into your subjective experiences 

as a female police officer. It will therefore provide you with the opportunity to share your 

experiences. 
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 The indirect benefits will be insight into the experiences of a female police officer as 

well as improved understanding of the needs for both the female officers and the victims of 

child abuse. 

 

WHAT ARE THE ANTICIPATED RISKS FROM TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY? 

 The risks in this study are minimal and no physical risks are anticipated, however, 

speaking about personal experiences of child abuse may cause unwanted emotions or 

feelings. Measures to minimize these risks are referral to a counsellor from Employee Health 

and Wellness (EHW) of the SAPS if these unwanted emotions or feelings causes personal 

distress. A referral may also may be made to the South African Depression and Anxiety 

Group (SADAG) for counselling, free of charge. 

 

WHAT WILL HAPPEN IN THE UNLIKELY EVENT THAT SOME FORM OF DISCOMFORT OCCUR 

AS A RESULT OF TAKING PART IN THIS RESEARCH STUDY? 

 Should you have the need for further discussions after the interviews, an opportunity 

will be arranged for you. 

 

HOW WILL THE RESEARCHER(S) PROTECT THE SECURITY OF DATA? 

 Electronic information will be stored for period of 15 years. Future use of the stored 

data will be subject to further Research Ethics Review and approval if applicable. 

 Participant information in hard copies of raw data be will locked in the cabinet and 

electronic data will be kept in a file that is password protected in the Department of 

Psychology 

 

WHAT WILL THE RESEARCH DATA BE USED FOR? 

Data gathered from the participant would be used for research purposes that include;  

 Dissertation, article publication, national and international conference presentations; 

 For administration purpose or policy briefs; 

 For further research to inform secondary data analysis. 

WILL I BE PAID TO TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY? 

 No, you will not be paid to take part in this study but refreshments may be provided. 

 Travel expenses will be paid for the participants who have to travel to the site of the 

interview. This means there will be no costs involved to you if you take part in this study. 

 

HAS THE STUDY RECEIVED ETHICS APPROVAL 
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This study has received written approval from the Research Ethics Committee of Faculty of 

Humanities, University of Pretoria. Ethical approval number is HUM003/0421. A copy of the approval 

letter can be provided to you on request. 

 

HOW WILL I BE INFORMED OF THE FINDINGS/RESULTS OF THE RESEARCH? 

The findings of the research study will be shared with you by Armand Luijk after one year or two 

years of completing the study. 

 

WHO SHOULD I CONTACT IF I HAVE CONCERN, COMPLAINT OR ANYTHING I SHOULD KNOW 

ABOUT THE STUDY? 

If you have questions about this study or you have experienced adverse effects as a result of 

participating in this study, you may contact the researcher whose contact information is provided 

below. If you have questions regarding the rights as a research participant, or if problems arise which 

you do not feel you can discuss with the researcher, please contact the supervisor, and contact 

details are below 

 

Thank you for taking time to read this information sheet and in advance for participating in this study. 

     

Researcher 

Name…Armand Luijk…………………………………………………………. 

Contact number…0848217861………………………………………………. 

Email address…armandljk5@gmail.com…………………………………….    

   

Supervisor 

Name…Sulaiyman Philander………………………………………………… 

Contact number…012 420 3041…………………………………………….. 

Email address…sulaiyman.philander@up.ac.za…………………………...  
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Appendix B: Participant Consent Form 

 

THE EXPERIENCES OF FEMALE POLICE OFFICERS REGARDING THE POLICING 

OF CHILD ABUSE 

{HUM003/0421} 

WRITTEN CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN THIS STUDY 

 

I, ________________________ (participant name), confirm that the person asking my consent to 

take part in this research has told me about the nature, procedure, potential benefits and 

anticipated inconvenience of participation.  

STATEMENT AGREE DISAGREE 
NOT 

APPLICABLE 

I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free 

to withdraw at any time, without giving any reason, and without 

any consequences or penalties. 

   

I understand that information collected during the study will not 

be linked to my identity and I give permission to the researchers 

of this study to access the information. 

   

I understand that this study has been reviewed by, and received 

ethics clearance from Research Ethics Committee Faculty of 

Humanities of the University of Pretoria. 

   

I understand who will have access to personal information and 

how the information will be stored with a clear understanding 

that, I will not be linked to the information in any way. 

   

I give consent that data gathered may be used for dissertation, 

article publication, conference presentations and writing policy 

briefs. 

   

I understand how to raise a concern or make a complaint.    

I consent to being audio recorded. 
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STATEMENT AGREE DISAGREE 
NOT 

APPLICABLE 

I consent to have my audio recordings be used in research 

outputs such as publication of articles, thesis and conferences as 

long as my identity is protected. 

   

I give permission to be quoted directly in the research 

publication whilst remaining anonymous.  
   

I have sufficient opportunity to ask questions and I agree to take 

part in the above study. 
   

 

 

 

             
Name of Participant   Date   Signature 
 
 
 
 
           
Name of person taking consent              Date   Signature  
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Appendix C: Permission From the Faculty Ethics Committee 
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Appendix D: Permission From SAPS 
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Appendix E: Permission to Conduct Research in SAPS 
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©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 



103 

 

Appendix F: SAPS Undertaking 
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Appendix G: Interview Guide 

 

Potential interview questions to ask the participants 

 

Build rapport with the participant by asking how they are feeling at present and about the 

interview. Reiterate that all information will remain confidential and that they may withdraw 

at any point if they feel uncomfortable. Also, reiterate that I am only interested in their 

personal experiences of policing child abuse. Ask the participant whether they have any 

questions before the commencement of the interview. 

 

Demographic information 

1. Station 

2. Rank 

3. Age 

4. Race 

5. Approximate number of child abuse incidents investigated thus far? 

 

Potential interview questions 

1. Can you please tell me about how you became a police officer? 

FOLLOW UP QUESTION: Why did you choose to become a police officer? 

2. Are you often assigned to child abuse cases? 

PROMPT: Why / Why not 

3. Can you please describe your experience of responding to a child 

abuse complaint that stands out in your memory? 

(Reassure the participant that they do not need to reveal any identifying 

information regarding any of the parties concerned.) 

4. Why did you choose to discuss this particular incident? 

5. How has this incident affected your life?  

PROMPT: What kind of impact has it had on your life? 

6. What do you do when you arrive at the scene where the alleged abuse 

took place? 

7. How do you feel when you arrive at the scene where the alleged abuse 

took place? 

8. How do you typically react towards the child? 

9. How do you typically react towards the suspect? 
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10. Can you please describe what you are feeling while dealing with the 

case? 

11. How do you feel when you are dealing with the child? 

12. How do you feel when you are dealing with the suspect? 

13. How do you feel after you have dealt with the case? 

14. Does responding to child abuse affect your relationships with your 

loved ones in any way? 

15. Do you think that dealing with child abuse hinders your ability to carry 

out your duties in any way? 

FOLLOW UP: Do you make use of any support services to cope with the 

effects of dealing with child abuse investigations (if the participant answered 

yes). 
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Appendix H: Raw Data Example 
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Appendix I: All Codes  

 

Project: Dissertation 

Report created by Armand Luijk on 2023/07/07 

Code Report 

All (46) codes 

○ Alcohol and drugs are often seen in cases of child abuse. 

2 Quotations: 

2:48 ¶ 58 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

Mostly alcohol. “Mom and dad was drunk” I mean that is words that I hear. “Mom 

and dad was drunk”. So yes, the answer is definitely yes. In a lot of those cases, 

alcohol abuse is the problem. And in society this is big problem. We are living in this 

time and I can say again, we are not used to all the trauma and all the stress that this 

world has to give. We are not used to handle all of these things. I’m not saying by 

drinking is the correct thing to do now, I just don’t think that people know how to 

handle all the stress, how to handle all of this trauma, how to handle COVID-19. I 

mean, we are not made for this. So yes, alcohol abuse is a big problem and then in 

cases there is drug abuse. And with this ruling on the marihuana makes it very 

difficult. Because as an adult, you can use these things in the privacy of your own 

home. So if I have a talk on drugs and I ask the children in grade eight. “Do you 

know of these things?” All of them will put up their hand. “Yes, we know”. So it’s 

not something that is being done in secret, it is all over. So yes, it’s true. 

2:49 ¶ 60 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

If we talk about alcohol abuse, there is always neglect. Because they just don’t care. 

“Why must I care now?” So yes, neglect, the child is not clean, the room is dirty, the 

clothes are dirty, there is not food in the bag, the books are not covered. Those 

simple things. Lot of them. In some of these cases, so yes definitely neglect. You 

know, “do I have time? I’m coming from work”. What do I do? “Dad goes to the 

fridge and gets his beer”. I don’t make myself a cup of tea and say: “please bring 

your homework so I can look at your homework” “Is your homework done?” And if 

not, it’s a whole lot of nonsense. So yes, the way I do things and the way you do 

things are very different. So yes, we must start by the parents. To change this whole 

dynamic around child abuse. 

○ Almost a daily occurence 
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2 Quotations: 

2:6 ¶ 6 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

It happens. I don't want to say every day but its daily on average. I mean, there's not a 

day that goes by that I do not talk to a school. 

2:54 ¶ 2 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

But in years, it's about 18 years of experience, doing children cases, on a daily basis.  

○ Being able to save children makes policewomen proud. 

1 Quotations: 

3:7 ¶ 6 in Interview transcript - participant 3 

Uhhhh, after I arrested the perpetrator, I felt very proud, you know? Proud that I was 

able to save the life of one girl. Because of this guy, if we don’t arrest him, he will 

continue doing it. At the end of the day, maybe he was going to hunt for this girl, and 

kill this innocent girl because that girl was revealing information about him to the 

police. So ya, I felt very proud to be able to put this guy in jail because who knows? 

He could have done this to other children.  

○ Challenging environment 

7 Quotations: 

1:2 ¶ 2 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

You deal with so much, you don’t remember because it’s not just child abuse, it is an 

entire broad theme. 

1:9 ¶ 2 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

Because, as an officer, sometimes, we are not equipped with social working skills to 

be able to delegate the conversation in the right way. 

1:24 ¶ 6 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

It’s up 5oclock, 4oclock, busy, it’s mostly a disciplinarian, its changing the mindset 

that you have from the outside world to become the person that you need to become 

when you deal with the work that is there. 

1:26 ¶ 6 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

It took me a year. It’s a long time to apply for a job and I was working by another job 

so I had to make space for the disappointment 

1:49 ¶ 16 in Interview transcript - participant 1 
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This, um, lady walked into the CSC with her son and I think he was the age of five 

and you know when someone some walks in, you can see there is a difference 

between a casual walk and I need help. Sometimes your body language. Some of the 

people that walk into the police station, their body language screams at you what you 

need to do, you know? You can see in a person’s expression, even before they start 

talking you can identify it. I call it body language response. I look at you and I try to 

figure out what is going on here so that I know how to deal with it. And she came in 

and she said to me: “I need help”. It’s a common question to get asked especially if 

you are frontline but when I asked her what was wrong she said “my child”. And 

then I said, “Okay, I need to move this person away from the public at front”. 

Because obviously we have those social distancing lines there up front but I can’t say 

people don’t eavesdrop. Sometimes the person there can hear what the person here is 

trying to say to me so I need to take them out of that general environment for them to 

feel a bit more comfortable. So I moved them to the far end of the CSC and I said 

okay what was wrong. 

1:58 ¶ 18 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

Sometimes, if we find them because you know, victims sometimes notify the 

offenders or the perpetrators: “Now I am going to open a case” so they are notifying 

them. So they are giving them information that they actually don’t need. So when we 

go look for them they are not at the address given because they know they have done 

something 

1:76 ¶ 30 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

. I think more information needs to be spread. You can’t just say 16 days of activism, 

is it only 16 days where GBV happen? It is during the whole year. So these things 

need to be promoted the entire time. Same as child abuse cases. Information needs to 

be giving all the time. And it is not at the moment. Most people don’t even know that 

the majority of children are in danger 

○ Child abuse angers policewomen 

5 Quotations: 

1:33 ¶ 8 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

I take it personally that I have to calm myself down because it angers me. 

1:35 ¶ 8 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

Especially, like a sexual abuse case. I am a firm believer that your child needs not to 

be left alone by a person that you do not know. You can’t leave your child roaming 

in the streets and then you do not know where they are. You need to know where 

your child is at all times. You need to know the friends. 

2:28 ¶ 34 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

Aaaaag, It's very difficult, because this is somebody that the child know and trust and 

love. So it's very difficult. It's very, very difficult. But it needs to be done. And that is 

how we protect the children is by doing that things. So yes, it's not. Ooooooh It's not 
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nice, you can get a bit aggressive and so on. But you just know how to do this and 

handle this. So I take my time and be calm and so on. 

3:8 ¶ 8 in Interview transcript - participant 3 

I was angry. The first time I met him I was very angry. “How can you do that to a 

young girl?” She was supposed to be at school, focusing on her education. Her life 

was disrupted because of this guy. If it was not for him, she would still be at home, 

focusing on her studies. Doing stuff that a normal eleven year old does, but now she 

must become an adult quickly sleeping with old men on the street, and what is she 

gaining? Only the drugs that are destroying her life in order to keep her on working. 

To keep her on being a sex slave. It was hard. It was difficult. 

3:11 ¶ 14 in Interview transcript - participant 3 

You know the anger it was there. I was feeling that I can get this person now, the 

perpetrator. I was so angry that he did it to this innocent child, I felt obligated to 

catch him because I did not want to see the sadness on that girl’s face on any other 

child’s face.  

○ Child abuse cases impact policewomen in the way they raise 

their own children. 

2 Quotations: 

2:31 ¶ 38 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

You know, you cannot answer in saying that it does not have any influence on how 

I'm bringing up my children, for an example. I am in this environment where I see 

what kind of things is being done to children. So much so that when I go home, I 

make very sure that I don't even complain to my children. I don't scream, I don't 

fight, I don't do anything. I just love them. Support them. Protect them. I don't do 

anything wrong with my children, just because of the fact that you see what this 

specific child went through in his own home. So it definitely has an impact on me in 

the way that I do things in the way that I see things in the way that I handle specific 

things. 

2:36 ¶ 46 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

Oh, I only have children. I'm not married or so. I’ve got my parents, I’ve got sisters. 

So I really do need to do things right. Let me give you an example about my son, I 

have a son. And I think I was tougher on him than on my girls. Because you cannot 

abuse a woman, it is not acceptable. So, I was tough on my son, really. But I can say 

with certainty, he will never abuse a woman, never.  

○ Child abuse is prevalent 

0 Quotations 
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○ Children might get upset with policewomen as the officer often 

have to arrest their relative or family friend. 

1 Quotations: 

2:29 ¶ 34 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

But on the end of the day [sigh], you will always be remembered by: “this police 

lady arrested my daddy” [pause] and [pause] that is also not nice to hear, because that 

is how that child is going to remember me. And I prefer that the child remembers me 

by something positive, and not something that negative. But it needs to be done. And 

it's difficult. 

○ Collaboration with other units 

13 Quotations: 

1:8 ¶ 2 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

, it’s not only us, so there’s other branches as well. It’s social workers, it’s our 

psychologists, FCS our sexual unit, as well as umm shelters. So, there’s a lots of 

hands within this branch to assist this child. 

1:10 ¶ 2 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

So we do need someone who is experienced to first interview the abused, to find out 

what type of abuse it is for us to be able to identify what criminal offence it is.  

1:40 ¶ 10 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

We have a trauma unit here, so if somebody walks into the police station, we have 

standby social workers. 

1:41 ¶ 10 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

Most of our trauma consists of abuse. So, we have to have the necessary people 

available to assist these people. So, we personally at SAPS don’t have social 

workers, but it is a stakeholder being outsourced. I think it is community safety that 

we working hand in hand with. 

1:42 ¶ 12 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

Yes, that is how we are able to open up our cases. So, if, for instance, let me give you 

an example. If a child walks into the station and the child comes with someone and 

the person says, “my child has been molested” or “something isn’t right here because 

every time I speak to my child this child is crying or something”. So what I do, 

underage children need to be interviewed with a guardian because underage children 

cannot sign for themselves, unless. You use your own discretion. If you see this child 

is afraid to speak in front of this specific adult, you separate them. You have the 

power to separate them. Especially if it is a girl, females with females. I don’t think a 

girl child will be comfortable explaining their molestation, or rape or sexual assault 
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or sexual abuse to a male officer. Mostly, males are the perpetrators. You don’t 

females that perpetrate. Some of them, you can’t say there isn’t but it is not normal.  

1:50 ¶ 16 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

She came to the station the next, she came to tell the story, so what I immediately 

did, before I could even speak because the mother is telling me this. So I don’t 

immediately open a case. I don’t do anything before I speak to the victim. I do not 

touch any paperwork unless it’s the victim. You cannot report a case on behalf of 

someone else, because hear-say is not admissible in court. It doesn’t work. It’s a 

broken telephone. That story will never be the same. The way you interpret it and the 

way that person was telling you, its two different stories. So I always try to interview 

the child himself or herself. And then I managed to remove the front, I took them to 

the social workers immediately before I could even speak to the child. Normally 

parents want to say the say, but the social workers spoke to the mother and explained 

what has happened. And then the child was interviewed by the social worker in front 

of the parent. 

1:52 ¶ 16 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

What the social workers do, they call child sexual unit and they specifically deal with 

that. That is their field of expertise, so even before we touch that docket, or listen to 

that story. We need to call the people that deal with it on a daily basis, so when those 

investigators come, they say we need to take that child to the hospital so that they can 

perform a medical examination. The social workers are here already for the 

emotional and mental counselling. 

1:55 ¶ 16 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

Sometimes, what we do as an officer, we can open those dockets. The detectives 

knows exactly what needs to be in there and how it needs to be written for it to be 

going to trial, you know? I rather take that extra precaution that somebody helps me 

in that before I miswrite something and the case gets thrown out because of a mistake 

you made, you know. So your English is very important, your grammar, not to twist 

what that person has been telling you, because the truth stays the truth. If you tell 

something now and you ask them in two weeks or three weeks and they are going to 

tell you same story if it is the truth. But if it is not the truth, the story will completely 

change, you know? So, that’s why I say for me to be able to do my work, I need to 

branch out to other organisations and other stakeholders to assist me to do my work 

properly. 

1:78 ¶ 30 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

I think our departments need to have an interacting system. More collaboration. 

Sexual predators need to be published and notified. They need to be known. Know 

you have to protect people’s privacy in such a way. I need resources and we need to 

grow especially technology-wise. We have resources, finances, but it’s not being 

interchanged so that it can benefit the right persons. We have wonderful laws and 

acts but it needs to be put into action. 

2:39 ¶ 48 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

And you must know, to do things like this, you need to know the community. I 

cannot just phone and make an appointment. I can go now and say, “Sir, we need to 
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talk, there this problem. For example, if I go to school, I can go and sit with the 

principal. And, you know, we have an open door policy, they can phone me any time 

of the day. Anybody from the community for that matter. I mean, my phone is 

working 24 hours, seven days a week. So I'm known in the community by doing this. 

I mean, the security officers phone me “we have this case, what can we do?” Can you 

advise us?” 

2:40 ¶ 48 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

I have a lot of NGOs that I work with. Even then, we work with the social workers, 

we have a relation, I have a relationship with the social workers. And it took time. I 

mean, it took time to come there, where I can just pick up the phone a social worker 

and say: “We have this problem. Can you help us? Yes, let us do this or that”. So it 

took some time. But I am there where I can say they can phone, the people in the 

community know that I'm the one doing this. And I help where I can. 

2:47 ¶ 56 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

Luckily we have a community policing forum (CPF) and they are community 

members and we work hand in hand with them. And between them and the 

community and the police, they are the people that talk on behalf of the police and 

talk on behalf of the community. So that is also very good to have a relationship with 

them. Because if you need to do something in the community, we do it through them 

and then hopefully it will be successful. We had projects with the CPF, but like I 

said, the community is difficult to reach as they just don’t want to get involved. But 

we must keep on trying. We must keep on trying. 

3:2 ¶ 2 in Interview transcript - participant 3 

As we have got our family violence officers, they are the ones who are dealing 

directly with the child. That officer will then write a statement what he or she was 

told by the child. So we are mainly dealing with the parents and not the child. The 

family violence unit are the ones who are dealing with the child. 

○ Concealment of abuse makes it challenging to identify abuse 

2 Quotations: 

1:17 ¶ 4 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

Because as officers we are not with children every single day. If a child walks in 

now, I won’t be able to identify if there’s abuse, because I don’t know this child’s 

background to be able to identify the abuse. 

1:38 ¶ 8 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

So I think as a parent you need to educate your child because as a police officer there 

is what I’ve noticed. The lack of communication between parent and child. There is 

where the abuse goes on so long that it damages this child. Because there is no form 

of communication. 
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○ Conflict between acting professional and emotional reactions in 

these cases 

3 Quotations: 

2:10 ¶ 14 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

It is not nice. I must be very honest with you. To respond to things like this, you need 

to only think with your brain and not your heart, but it is impossible. 

3:15 ¶ 16 in Interview transcript - participant 3 

I must balance myself so that I can do what is expected of me. I have to keep these 

emotions inside me and I cannot act on those emotions. You know, as a woman, I am 

a mother, I care deeply for children, and I see all of these bad things happening to 

kids. I see everything that is happening, but I have to deal with the situation, I have to 

act as a professional and still carry out my duties. You see, that’s the thing, you still 

have to keep on with your duties. By being emotional, you won’t do anything. You 

won’t. 

3:17 ¶ 18 in Interview transcript - participant 3 

So you must really balance that things, you know? You have got this child in front of 

you that you need to help but you are also dealing with your own emotions on the 

inside. If you are showing all of these emotions, she will feel “It is true that I am a 

victim of this abuse”. She must feel that I am being supported on this issue, but if 

you are over-emotional and overly comforting on that thing, she will feel depressed 

as well. She wot cope with the situation. And she will also not open up and tell me 

details about the case. You need to have her trust. 

○ Difficult to quantify number of cases dealt with because if the 

high amount offending 

5 Quotations: 

1:1 ¶ 2 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

Within my work or career, I have lost count. I have lost count. 

1:3 ¶ 2 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

There specific things that stand out in my brain, but I won’t be able to tell you. It’s 

over the hundreds. 

1:4 ¶ 2 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

The 200s. The 500s. Every day, there five abuses that, unless, children are 

comfortable or if the guardians are comfortable in bringing them to the station. 

2:3 ¶ 2 in Interview transcript - participant 2 
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I’ve been in the Social Crime Prevention Office for about 18 years now. And being 

in the Social Crime Prevention Office, you specialize in the two Children's Acts. 

Children in need of care and protection, and children in conflict with the law. So any 

case regarding a child is coming to my office, so much so that the client service 

center will phone me and tell me that I must attend this case of a child. So in 

numbers, I cannot tell you, I can really not answer in numbers. But in years, it's about 

18 years of experience, doing children cases, on a daily basis. 

3:1 ¶ 2 in Interview transcript - participant 3 

I have attended several cases of child abuse. It is difficult to say how much. As I 

indicated earlier, we are not dealing with the child, but the concerned party will come 

to the police station and give a statement. 

○ Distrust in the police 

2 Quotations: 

1:6 ¶ 2 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

There’s this thing of a broken telephone. Somebody has an experience with SAPS 

and people have this idea, when they walk into the station, they have this idea 

3:25 ¶ 30 in Interview transcript - participant 3 

You know, a lot of people don’t think of the police as the first persons to ask for help 

when they need it. People had a bad image of us but we can provide so much 

assistance in an event of crime. You know, a lot of people don’t trust us but there is a 

lot of help in the police. It doesn’t help to complain, complain, complain but you 

never come to the police, never open a case. We are not limited to one unit. The 

police has got lots of categories inside. It is not only our duty to arrest. You know 

there is still some people out there who don’t even know about this office. We are 

trying by all means to bring the message to them that the police is not only here to 

arrest, but if you come here we will be able to help you as far as we are able to and I 

think the communities need to know this. 

○ Emotional impact of child abuse 

14 Quotations: 

1:28 ¶ 8 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

It does, child abuse, for me, even though you say “it doesn’t impact me” It does 

1:29 ¶ 8 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

It might not impact you immediately for you to recognise it because you go fully 

professional. 

1:51 ¶ 16 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

 
 
 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 



116 

 

When they interviewed him, the social worker, I didn’t feel anger at that time, I felt I 

need to help this child. This child just started with grade one. It was the first day of 

school. I was excited because my child went to school, I was excited because new 

books, everything, now this is happening. I think it happened the day before he went 

to his first day of grade one.  

1:54 ¶ 16 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

So, what stood for me on that case, he knew it was wrong, but he knew this man 

because everybody used to call him “uncle”, “hello uncle” they walked past with his 

friends, they come, they are walking past, playing in the streets. IT is somebody that 

he knows, that he’s familiar that has done this to him. 

1:60 ¶ 20 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

It is emotionally traumatizing 

1:65 ¶ 22 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

I think as a police officer, my job is to read people’s body language. Once that person 

is arrested, you will see no sense of remorse. It’s like they are blank. And they deny 

it all the time. All the time. “You need proof first”. 

1:67 ¶ 24 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

No, it actually motivates and drives me to do even more, better in what I have done 

in this case. Maybe there is something. I always evaluate myself. Is there something I 

could have done differently? Maybe I should go with the child. Fetch the perpetrator. 

“Go lock him up”. That’s where the emotion comes in. So I am always reviewing 

myself to see if there something I could have done better. 

2:10 ¶ 14 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

It is not nice. I must be very honest with you. To respond to things like this, you need 

to only think with your brain and not your heart, but it is impossible. 

2:11 ¶ 14 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

So it doesn't matter when I attend a case with a child abuse, I have a case at the 

moment. It's very bad. It is so bad that, you know, you get emotional, you get 

emotional and then you see the heartbreak of the child and you need to address the 

problem. 

2:15 ¶ 14 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

It's still very bad. I, I always get emotional if I do things like this, but you need to 

keep your head straight and do the right thing. Because I am a police official, and I'm 

always doing everything in the best interest of the child. 

2:18 ¶ 16 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

And it's difficult, it is very difficult to see a child in so much pain and then you must 

address the father or the mother or the brother or the sister or the uncle, grandpa, 

grandmother whoever. 

2:20 ¶ 16 in Interview transcript - participant 2 
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But being calm at the scene is a different story from going home, take out the 

uniform, get a cup of tea and just cry it out. Because that happens always. It's very 

bad, you know you it has an emotional impact on you as a person, because I don't see 

a child with just a blue mark on his face or an arm that is broken or what. You see the 

heartbreak of this child and that is very bad. You know they always cry, they always 

cry if they explained to you what happened or this suspect did this or that.  

2:30 ¶ 36 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

It’s very difficult. You are heartbroken. Why must this child going through this much 

pain? So much sadness, I mean, it is a child. I'm not talking about an adult that can 

handle these things, you're talking about the child that do not need to handle all of 

this emotions and stress and trauma. But they handle this and we usually have also 

the monami trauma troopers that we work with to come and give emotional support 

to the learners, the children or the family or whoever. So, then you also sit a little bit 

just talk to them. They also have a good impact. 

3:6 ¶ 4 in Interview transcript - participant 3 

It was a very difficult case for me. To attend to that little girl. It was emotional. It 

was emotionally tough on me because I put myself in the shoes of the child. How is 

she going through it? At her age? How is it going to be in the future of this young 

girl? But we managed to help her and we also eventually caught the perpetrator. 

○ Emotional impact of child abuse does not stop policewomen 

from carrying out their duties 

1 Quotations: 

3:20 ¶ 22 in Interview transcript - participant 3 

You know as I said it is emotionally difficult to be dealing with these types of crime 

but I do not think it would stop me from doing my work. I don’t deal with the child 

often, but with the parents so it does get difficult to comfort them as well. So no, I do 

not think it would stop me from doing what I need to do. I would keep on doing my 

job for as long as it takes. 

○ Faith and religion as a source of strength or coping 

11 Quotations: 

1:27 ¶ 6 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

I think for me, my religion played a big part in all of this. Because I couldn’t have 

done this without a more spiritual aspect. Because I had to keep faith, I had to be 

motivated, I had to have hope you know. I had to be driven, you cannot not be driven 

and do this mentally, emotionally, it’s a challenge. 

1:68 ¶ 26 in Interview transcript - participant 1 
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No, I don’t use EHW> I think praying helps me. My religion helps me not to go 

mentally unstable or have an emotional breakdown because you need to vent. My 

partner is a police officer as well. So that’s the nice thing about it, I speak to him, I 

vent everything on him. I vent it. Sometimes, I am shouting things at him that he has 

no clue about: “Listen here, the uncle did this and that”. I tell him because he has the 

same confidentiality because we are in the same career pattern. I cannot go tell 

somebody else because some people like to gossip. Other people like other people’s 

stuff and I am trying to protect this child. Privacy, you know? So, I can’t be telling 

people from outside, things that are happening within my work. My work is 

protected, it is confidential. People tell me confidential things, even it is not agreed. 

It is an oath I have taken: It is confidentiality. I can’t go “They opened up a case to 

that guy” It is unlawful to do so. So I am very disciplined. It is either right way, 

wrong way. There is no in between or maybe in my world. 

2:16 ¶ 16 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

It's not that difficult. It is just I'm a believer in God. And I believe that I have this 

talent. It doesn't matter on which crime scene I am. It's as if I'm getting this calmness. 

I don't get hysterical and scream, and go on, I'm very calm. 

2:19 ¶ 16 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

So it is very difficult, I believe that I have this gift from God and that is why I'm still 

sitting here 

2:21 ¶ 16 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

And you talk about a child, how must the child word these things to you? Because 

they do not have the sentences that we have. So it's very difficult it's really it's very 

difficult but I am very blessed to have this calmness coming from God if I attend to 

scenes like this especially if we can talk about child abuse and in regard to the sexual 

offenses act, then it is also very, very difficult. It's heartbreaking to see what the 

children is going through 

2:50 ¶ 62 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

: I pray a lot and I cry a lot and when I’m done with that I watch a movie [laughter]. 

Yeah, but it was not that ease. It wasn’t that easy. Im just fortunate to be here with so 

much experience that I can say “I’m here”. 

2:52 ¶ 64 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

No, I can do it because of my calmness. I can the correct thing at the correct time. At 

that moment and then I need to unpack my emotions for a while and then I’ll be 

ready for tomorrow. So no, I cannot say that [sigh] you get tired. The only thing I do 

is listen to complaints every day. Nobody is coming into my office and tells me 

something positive. They come into my office with a whole lot of negative things. 

But that is my work and with the experience that I have. I have learned to handle this. 

Not all of my colleagues can handle this. I mean, you can go to anybody in this office 

and ask if they want my job. They will tell you no. They will just say no I don’t want 

that job. But for me, no, I can do this and I can do it. But for somebody else it might 

not be that simple. 

2:53 ¶ 66 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

 
 
 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 



119 

 

As I said, I’m a child of God and I believe that if I wasn’t. I would not sit here. I 

really strongly believe that. I believe that is the will of God that I am here. And I also 

believe that I’m getting the protection and wisdom from God to do these things. The 

correct way. Really, I strongly believe that. But it is not easy. I must emphasise that. 

It is not easy. I’m also just a woman. I am also just a mother. A caregiver. I’m just 

that. And sometimes, it gets too much. Really, and then you just take a break for a 

day and go and do something totally different and then the next day we will go on. 

But yeah, it’s not easy. But, my faith is the only thing that carries me through the 

day. Really, otherwise I will go mad. I mean you see all of these things. You are 

being exposed to all of these things. It is not easy. And that is really all I wanted to 

say. Thank you. 

3:19 ¶ 20 in Interview transcript - participant 3 

It is very difficult to work in this office but I do believe that God put me here for a 

reason and that is the reason: to help those vulnerable who need someone they can 

trust, you know? 

3:22 ¶ 26 in Interview transcript - participant 3 

I pray a lot. A lot. That is the other thing that also keeps me in this office and gives 

me strength. It makes me strong. God keeps me strong so I pray to Him every day. 

You know, you deal with all this bad stuff on a daily basis and you have to keep it to 

yourself. So when I get home, I often just start to cry and then I pray and then I can 

go on. I get this feeling of closeness from praying as if someone is listening to me 

and He helps me to cope every day. In my mind I tell myself: “If it was not Him, I 

would not be here”. He chose me to be here so that I can help people that are in need. 

He chose me over all these other people to be in this office. You know? He put me 

here. I believe that. There is a reason for everything and that is the reason why I am 

in this office. I have been in this office since 2002. 20 years, two decades in this 

specific office. And I never got any special training. I never done anything like that 

to be in this office. Through Him I go through it every day, and I can keep carrying 

on. 

3:24 ¶ 26 in Interview transcript - participant 3 

So, what I am trying to see is that I am here with a purpose, a higher purpose. I am 

not here for myself, if it was then I would be gone a long time ago. And that is what 

other officers must understand as well, we are not here by ourselves, it is because of 

Him. He chose us. 

○ Gender perceptions affect policewomen's work 

2 Quotations: 

1:73 ¶ 30 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

Male officers would refer most child abuse cases to you. I am more dominating than 

a lot of males. I don’t take any bullshit. No. I don’t care who you are because I have 

given myself that opportunity not to be classified as a policewoman. Im not a 

policewoman. Im a police officer. My gender has got nothing to do with my work. It 
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is not because you are a woman. It’s not what they teach us at basic training we all 

get basic training. It becomes that you a policewoman when it comes to certain 

things, you know? Social crimes, abuse. A lot of policemen get more recognition 

than the women. Im very active, you know? Sometimes, people treat you the way 

allow then to treat you. You need to let people know what is your boundaries, 

especially in an organisation. 

1:74 ¶ 30 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

I don’t just do these cases because people assign it to me. If a child is more 

comfortable I will not even question it. But if you think I must attend to this because 

I am a woman, NO! You don’t allow people to dictate. We are all officers here, we 

all know the law and the right procedure. We are all supposed to be able to do the 

work. Female or male. The most males have this idea because our females are 

allowing them to think that way. I fight for what is right. I fight for myself on a daily 

basis. They know me. They know me. All of them, they know me. I stand up for 

myself. 

○ Had to use professional services in dealing with the trauma 

1 Quotations: 

3:21 ¶ 24 in Interview transcript - participant 3 

Yes I did use support service. I went for counselling. I went for counselling at the 

EHW. It helped me. A lot. It helped me a lot, and that is why I am still around. In 

fact, if I didn’t go for that counselling it was going to be more difficult. 

○ Having children makes it even more difficult for policewomen 

9 Quotations: 

1:36 ¶ 8 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

I am parent myself. I don’t physically play with my child but I do a spot check on 

him. What I normally do when he plays outside, I don’t call him, I just walk. I want 

to see what games they are playing, I want to listen what language they are using. So, 

I try not to be seen so that I can know what my child is doing what I am not around 

him. If my child leaves the street to the shop. “You cannot walk yourself to the 

shop”. You know, “you need to walk with someone because if something does 

happen to you, I need know where to start looking. 

1:37 ¶ 8 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

So I feel, as a parent, some parent don’t have the time. I think you should make your 

children a priority. Even though you are working retail you know? There are some 

parents that work retail hours and they don’t have that time to go and look at their 

children. Some parents are working seven days a week. Some are working night 

shifts. Sometimes, I’m wrong in blaming them but sometimes I’m not. It’s like a 
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50/50. I feel I have this open relationship with my child, I call it no secrets. “How 

was your day? What happened?” I need to interview my own child to find out what 

has happened. Is there any difference between the playing, who is he playing with. I 

even need to educate him. Especially when I bathe him. I have a boy, a son, “I’m the 

only person who is allowed to touch you when I am bathing you.” “If somebody 

touches you on your private parts it is wrong” I have to educate my child. Especially 

with me being an officer, I have to educate him because he is by an age where knows 

Im a boy, I stand and pee, the girls sit and pee. So he already knows the difference. 

Boys have boy parts and girls have girl parts. Girls and boys don’t play together in 

certain cases, you know? 

1:47 ¶ 14 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

So, for me it is easy because I have my own children. So, it is easy for me to go 

down to a child’s level. Even before I had my children, it was easy for me because I 

think as a woman, you have a motherly instinct. It comes naturally. If you see a child 

cry you just want to get help them. If you close your eyes and you’re a baby cry, you 

want to go look for the baby. Really. Sometimes, it is my instinct kicking in to care 

for that child. Even though it’s not your own. And, I think personally, my work gives 

me the opportunity to help those that cannot protect themselves. 

1:61 ¶ 20 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

I have my own children so it makes me be so protective. Not even my own, my 

friends’ children, any person that I share a personal relationship with. I am very 

protective when it comes to children, very. Because I have been dealing with abuse 

because of my professionalism, it is my profession to deal with certain cases of 

abuse. 

1:69 ¶ 28 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

: It does. I want to know where my children are all the time. I know my child goes to 

school at a certain time and when he comes home. Exactly when the transport arrives 

and I know it takes 45 minutes to get to school. I really know that because I have 

driven my child myself. Im like that. I want to know where my child is all the time. I 

know his school starts at 7:20. I know that he’s in school up to 13:45. I know the 

school won’t allow anybody to fetch him without my permission. 

1:70 ¶ 28 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

That’s why I say it has impacted to a place where I have, financially, I have made the 

means possible to provide the best for my child so that I can be content where Im 

sitting here and I know he’s safe. I have this satisfaction that I know if something is 

going on in the school, I will have evidence. At least there is some form of protection 

there and that is what gives comfort. 

1:71 ¶ 28 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

I know where he plays, where he stays, who’s the parents. I know everything because 

of my work. Because of my work. I have gone K9, special forces on my child’s 

movement. It has made me emotionally protective of my own because if my child 

does something and I’m noticing it. 

3:9 ¶ 10 in Interview transcript - participant 3 
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Yes, and that it is also what made it more difficult, because I thought about my child. 

If something happened to my child. How could I handle this issue? 

3:10 ¶ 12 in Interview transcript - participant 3 

It impacted our relationship in a way that I am often worried about the safety of my 

child. I need to keep my child safe at all times. I have seen what people can do to 

children so I raise my child in a strict manner. I always want to know where my child 

is. After this incident I was more focused. I was more focused on the safety of my 

child. Not just my child. Any child. I was running a programme: “My child is your 

child, your child is mine”. In that one I was focusing on the issue. If ever I see 

another child on the street, I must feel that that child is mine. If that child needs help, 

I must go all out. Not to focus on the fact that it is not my child, I won’t help her. 

And I was running the project on it and even now we are busy with the child 

protection week and that is my initiative. 

○ Having the trust of children motivates children. 

2 Quotations: 

2:33 ¶ 38 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

Because you have seen this, this is what this kind of things is doing to a child. So you 

try to do it right by your own children. And I'm known in the community you know, I 

can go in any shopping mall, I can go in any anywhere. Always “Hallo tannie”. And 

I’m always like “How are you my dear? Are you well?” So in that way, it is also very 

nice. If you have that something positive so the children know this is the “tannie”. 

And that was also really nice, you know, just to have that positive and all those 

things where children look up to you and trust you. And all those things make up for 

the heartbreak. Really I must be very honest with you. If you have a case and it's 

difficult and so on and you just go to a school and you just talk to the children. You 

feel better. You feel better.  

2:34 ¶ 39 – 40 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

So it's kind of rewarding? 

Participant 2: Yeah, very much, very much so. Yes.  

○ Imported comment 

2 Quotations: 

2:1 ¶ 36 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

trauma 

2:2 ¶ 62 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

Ek het by die onluste gewerk 
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○ Lack of involvement from the community makes policing child 

abuse difficult 

3 Quotations: 

2:42 ¶ 52 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

And I must be honest with you, even if we are living next to each other, “I don't want 

to get involved in your things. I don't want to” and that is what we also get. They will 

phone: “I know about this child being abused. But please do not mention my name.” 

How do you want me to help this child? If you don't want to come forward? What 

must I do now? So please come and see me. Let us see how we can assist this child. 

And there were cases where the people don't want to get involved and then I take the 

school route so that I can see to it that the child is safe. 

2:45 ¶ 54 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

So there’s a lot of challenges and a lot of things we need to put in place and it’s 

going to take time but we need to do it. We cannot change society but we can 

educate. It is about educating the right people. I mean I’m this old, how are you 

going to change me? This is the way I do things. If it is wrong or right, it doesn’t 

matter, that is the way I do things. SO then we go the child and show them it is the 

way and then hopefully we can break the cycle. I mean, it is not that easy. You are 

just one person that wants to make a difference in society. And it is like I’ve said: “I 

don’t want to get involved”. I have exhibitions at the shopping malls. People don’t 

even stop and ask “What is this?” They just pass because they see the police sign and 

just pass. So people don’t want to get involved but they can complain very well. 

2:46 ¶ 56 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

Ag, I just think they don’t want to know anything. I don’t know. But yes, there 

definitely is. So much so, that I have specific cases where they just don’t want to 

phone the police. You know, “what’s the use? They are not going to help me”. But 

then I sit, take the statement, complete the docket to the best of my ability. Put 

everything in the docket and see if something will happen. But ja, they don’t want to 

get involved.  

○ Limited resources make policework difficult 

2 Quotations: 

1:59 ¶ 18 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

So it is very difficult sometimes because normally what I try to find out: “did you 

speak to this person?” “Yes, I went to go curse at him”, the parent. “You should’ve 

just came here before you went to do the emotional thing” because now you are 

alerting this person and it is making our work difficult because if we don’t find at 

their address, that’s why it takes so long for them to be arrested, because they are 

being notified and we don’t have these systems like overseas to track the offenders. 
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We don’t have the resources because we are still living in a third world country, you 

know? Our technology advances is not like America or UK. It’s not like CSI, you 

know? 

1:75 ¶ 30 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

Additionally, I would just like to say I would like more shelters. As an officer, I 

would like to see more resources being put into children being abused. I would like 

our trauma centers to be more child-friendly. I need resources from outside to able to 

give them that space. I need our schools to also make them known about the services 

that are here. Sometimes people have a problem but they don’t know where to go to. 

Children may have a problem but they don’t know where to go to 

○ Mostly mothers report child crimes 

1 Quotations: 

1:16 ¶ 4 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

Most mothers come to report it because mothers are more aware of their children’s’ 

day to day emotional states, you know your child, you know when this child is at his 

or hers happiest, you can figure out that tone already, and you can notice when 

something is wrong with your child immediately. If you are an attentive parent. It 

comes to the parent being attentive. 

○ Motivation for becoming a police officer 

3 Quotations: 

1:19 ¶ 6 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

It wasn’t my calling, but sometimes the things that we want are not the things that are 

healthy for us. I think it was my path to go on you know? 

2:7 ¶ 8 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

My father was a policeman. He was a detective. I'm not a detective. So you grew up 

in this house, you know? Father is talking. He worked for very long at murder and 

robbery. So I, I just from small, I wanted to be a policewoman. 

2:9 ¶ 8 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

So I grew up in a police house. My uncle, my mother's brother, is also a policeman. 

His wife is a police woman. So I just grew up in this and I always had the love for 

the police. I wanted to be a police lady since the time that I can think. 

○ Motivation for dealing with child crimes 
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8 Quotations: 

1:39 ¶ 10 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

I think, I think my spirit, my aura attracts it, because I am always, I am in the 

vicinity.  

1:43 ¶ 14 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

Yeah, I’ve got that motherly instinct 

1:44 ¶ 14 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

So, for me it is easier to put a child at comfort and say “it is fine now, you can speak 

to me”. I think most of the older officers have the comfortability, they have worked 

out their comfortability levels and to make this child feel a certain way. We always 

the child “would you like to speak me or would you like to speak to someone else?” 

They would tell you. I think the only way you are going to make someone 

comfortable is you give them their comfort zone. I don’t think somebody will speak 

to you about something that is hurtful if they don’t feel safe. 

1:45 ¶ 14 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

So I think mostly as a police officer, most children draw to me because it’s my 

uniform. Some of them feel safe when they see me. Only with the physical 

appearance, feel safe when they see me. When they start talking, it goes deeper, it 

goes deeper, it goes deeper 

1:48 ¶ 14 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

Like, I wish I had that voice when I was a young girl, I wish I had someone like me 

to explain to me like, to my friends, or to whoever who might be going through these 

things, “It’s okay, you know?” And now Im that person that I wanted. I think I’ve 

warped into the person that I needed as a child for my friends, my family, my 

community. 

2:8 ¶ 8 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

I'm in the police now and I was never a detective. I'm not interested in that side of the 

police. I am interested in this side of the police. 

3:18 ¶ 20 in Interview transcript - participant 3 

It is something very close to my heart. Very close to my heart. It is difficult to put 

into words but I feel that I have a responsibility to protect those vulnerable children. 

That is what keeps me going. 

3:19 ¶ 20 in Interview transcript - participant 3 

It is very difficult to work in this office but I do believe that God put me here for a 

reason and that is the reason: to help those vulnerable who need someone they can 

trust, you know? 

○ Officers need to follow certain protocols 
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3 Quotations: 

1:7 ¶ 2 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

they don’t know the behind the scenes. For us to do our work, we need to follow 

certain protocols. Some people are impatient, they don’t wait for the necessary help. 

They stand up and they leave. Some of them want immediate assistance, but you 

work as a station, we work hand-in-hand with other units dealing with child abuse 

2:17 ¶ 16 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

And I do it specifically, I handle it specifically, the way I need to handle it, and not 

any case is the same. I cannot compare this case to that case, saying that I did the 

same things, it is always different. Your circumstances under which this thing is 

happening is always different. 

2:52 ¶ 64 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

No, I can do it because of my calmness. I can the correct thing at the correct time. At 

that moment and then I need to unpack my emotions for a while and then I’ll be 

ready for tomorrow. So no, I cannot say that [sigh] you get tired. The only thing I do 

is listen to complaints every day. Nobody is coming into my office and tells me 

something positive. They come into my office with a whole lot of negative things. 

But that is my work and with the experience that I have. I have learned to handle this. 

Not all of my colleagues can handle this. I mean, you can go to anybody in this office 

and ask if they want my job. They will tell you no. They will just say no I don’t want 

that job. But for me, no, I can do this and I can do it. But for somebody else it might 

not be that simple. 

○ One has to be sensitive when working with child victims 

8 Quotations: 

1:13 ¶ 2 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

But you have to be careful you know, with small children, you don’t want to make 

them aware of certain, you still want them to be a child, you know. You don’t want 

them to be aware of what is going on outside. But it’s like a balance, you need to find 

a balance so that you don’t damage this child’s idea of what it is to be free and happy 

and loved. You don’t want them to think when they look at a person, you know “is 

this person going to do something to me?” 

1:46 ¶ 14 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

You can’t be too disciplined with children. Go straight into the story, what happened. 

No, you start the interview “What is your name? How old are you? What is your 

friend’s name”? You start at their level, you need to go down to children’s level. You 

can’t just start “what happened?” No, no, no, no. A child abuse case needs to be 

sensitized. It needs to be sensitized. So that you can build the trust with that child so 

that they can give you all the information for you to be able to make them feel safe. 

To take them out of that abusive environment. To get the necessary help for them to 

be able for them to not have to go through this abuse again 
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1:66 ¶ 22 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

You don’t drill a child like the way we drill an adult, but you will see when a child is 

being told to lie. You see the difference. You ask this child: “what did the uncle do?” 

“No, the uncle did this”. Then you leave this child, then you go back and you ask the 

child the same question. Sometimes, memory gets suppressed, you must figure out if 

it is a lie. You need to be able to decipher information. I call it decipher because 

sometimes the parents influence their children as well. Some children would lie for 

their parents. Especially when it comes to custody, when it comes to SASSA grants. 

You need to find the truth. 

2:21 ¶ 16 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

And you talk about a child, how must the child word these things to you? Because 

they do not have the sentences that we have. So it's very difficult it's really it's very 

difficult but I am very blessed to have this calmness coming from God if I attend to 

scenes like this especially if we can talk about child abuse and in regard to the sexual 

offenses act, then it is also very, very difficult. It's heartbreaking to see what the 

children is going through 

2:27 ¶ 28 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

No, it doesn't work like that. No, it can work like that. But I do not prefer that. I go 

rather to the school or to the house or wherever. The police is, the police station is 

not a place for a child to see. I prefer that because they get scared and then it is more 

difficult for me to take a statement for an example. So I do that where the child is 

comfortable. And it's usually by the school or even by the church if needed, or 

otherwise by the house, but not at the police station. 

3:13 ¶ 14 in Interview transcript - participant 3 

I had to be careful to not ask her all these questions, you know? “Why did leave your 

house?” “How could you trust this man?”. I had to be there to assist this young child. 

It happened, I could only be there for support. She could not feel judgement from my 

side. Whatever was in her mind, it had happened and I had to help this child to the 

best of my abilities. Not to put more things on her, you know, worry and stress about 

the reason why the crime occurred. Not to do more damage than what had been done 

already. I had to support her in order for us to solve the issues, to bring justice. I did 

not want to stress her out unnecessary because she came to us looking for help. She 

was crying for help, so what does it help if you are crossing your arms like that. 

What does all the questions help? She needed help and not more judgement. 

3:16 ¶ 18 in Interview transcript - participant 3 

I did have contact with the child. First, it was difficult, but as time goes on it gets 

better as the child learns that you are a person that they can trust. You know, a child 

needs to trust you. If you are acting in that way, you know, all stressed and 

emotional, also she becomes like that in a way.  

3:17 ¶ 18 in Interview transcript - participant 3 

So you must really balance that things, you know? You have got this child in front of 

you that you need to help but you are also dealing with your own emotions on the 

inside. If you are showing all of these emotions, she will feel “It is true that I am a 
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victim of this abuse”. She must feel that I am being supported on this issue, but if 

you are over-emotional and overly comforting on that thing, she will feel depressed 

as well. She wot cope with the situation. And she will also not open up and tell me 

details about the case. You need to have her trust. 

○ Policewomen belive that in order to reduce child abuse, we not 

start with the parents. 

2 Quotations: 

2:41 ¶ 50 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

: Must I answer you honestly, or, can I lie? Honestly. I don't know how you want to 

do this. But we must start with the parents. Our parents of today is not parents of 20 

years back, really. And I can say that based on the fact that you can do anything at a 

school where a child is involved. And I need to phone you a few times, just to come 

to the school to address this problem. So how we are going to protect our children, 

we must start by the parents, we must start by addressing the parents. You get parents 

that are involved in the children's life it is true, but why is a child like that? Why 

must a child experience abused by a parent? Why does a parent do things like that? 

So you must start by addressing the parents to keep our children safe. And that is not 

an easy task. To be very honest with you. That is very difficult. I have no idea how to 

do this. But it can be done. And that is why I always talk to the parents when I have 

any kind of child case. Because where else do we go? Where do you start? Where do 

you start with this? You need to start at home. You need to start at home not at 

school, not at church at home. And that's very difficult. I mean, I had projects during 

the years you won't see the parents from the school coming to attend, you won't see 

them. You will see some of them by a sport or a cultural event or so. But they're just 

not there. They are just not there. Go to school, drop them off at school they cannot 

wait to go out of the school yard. So we must start by the parents, that is my personal 

opinion, we need to address the parents, I don't know if it will be by law or by what. 

But we need to address the parents, the parents must be responsible for the 

upbringing of the children, and not the school, not the school, because that is the 

parents’ way of seeing things this these days: “you must teach my child manners”. 

It's not you as a mother and the father is responsible. And then I must be honest with 

you, you have a lot of single parents. And that's also having a big impact on the way 

that the child is doing things, the way he or she is seeing things and the way things 

go, it is because of single parents. 

2:44 ¶ 54 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

In a country where things are totally out of hand, how do we protect our children? 

How do we protect our children? And how can we protect the children if the parents 

are not involved? And you must know, every child needs a father and a mother, if 

they are together or not. At school they only have one teacher for 30 children. And 

I’m just making that statement to tell you that the Department of Education is having 

a whole lot of challenges when it comes to children. Really. Because, there’s 30 

children in a class and I’m the only teacher there. I’m coming from my home, you 

are coming from your home. I must handle this 30 children in a specific way, but you 

do your things in a specific way, I do things my way and he is doing his own things. 
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So it is difficult for them to handle all of this children and now you have these 

children who is not disciplined, who is being traumatized and you have a child who 

is just not there. So now, they address all of these things and that is also impacting 

the children. Now this child who is not receiving discpline assaulted that child. Okay, 

“now we have this child who is the victim, but now why did this child assault that 

child”. Now you go back to the “suspect” and if you go to their house: “Mom and 

day; they always fight, under the influence, blah blah blah”. But they are all sitting in 

class with this one teacher and how many things can a teacher handle except for 

teaching the children this subject. Now they need to address this, they need to work 

with emotions, they work with that and whaw whaw whaw. So it is very difficult. I 

think the Department of Education have a lot of challenges because that is where 

most of these cases are coming from – it’s from the school. Because a school is a safe 

environment for a child. I cannot talk to my mother, I cannot talk to my father. I 

come to school and tell my friend. The friend goes and tells the teacher. That is the 

way a child needs help. It’s a cry for help that.  

○ Policewomen experience that the perpetrator is usually someone 

that the child victim knows. 

1 Quotations: 

2:12 ¶ 14 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

And that is also very difficult. Because a child is being abused, mostly, by people 

that he or she knows, it is not a stranger that is coming into the house and abuse these 

children. 

○ Policewomen feel responsible for protecting children 

3 Quotations: 

2:32 ¶ 38 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

It has an impact on, I can go and have a safety talk and tell these children come 

forward, so that we can help you because at the end of the day, we need to help the 

children. And that is very important. So it a big impact on me on the way you see 

things on the way you do things the way you think, because I have to handle the 

victim. And on the other hand is the suspect. And on this side, you have the family. I 

mean, I'm just giving an example this child is being abused by a father, who is 

married to the mother. So you have the child, which is the victim, you have the 

father, that is a suspect, you have the mother that is also a victim. So you need to 

address all of this. And it has a big influence on the way that I do things. The way 

that I make decisions. So it's having a big impact. Because I try to do the right thing. 

2:38 ¶ 48 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

: Ja, Ja! It is my duty. I need to do that! Yes. Otherwise, I will not sit here and it is 

my choice by sitting here. As I said, I don't apply for promotion or things like that. I 
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don't, I mean, I’m a Warrant Officer, I think for 23 years now, and in this office 

about 18. So I love my work, I love doing this, I don't need I don't want to do 

anything else 

3:18 ¶ 20 in Interview transcript - participant 3 

It is something very close to my heart. Very close to my heart. It is difficult to put 

into words but I feel that I have a responsibility to protect those vulnerable children. 

That is what keeps me going. 

○ Policewomen have to balance the demands of their jobs of 

protecting children and the demands of being a mother and a wife. 

3 Quotations: 

2:20 ¶ 16 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

But being calm at the scene is a different story from going home, take out the 

uniform, get a cup of tea and just cry it out. Because that happens always. It's very 

bad, you know you it has an emotional impact on you as a person, because I don't see 

a child with just a blue mark on his face or an arm that is broken or what. You see the 

heartbreak of this child and that is very bad. You know they always cry, they always 

cry if they explained to you what happened or this suspect did this or that.  

2:22 ¶ 18 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

You must just deal with this because I must come back to this office tomorrow and 

what's going to bring the day of tomorrow. So, I am fortunate that I can deal with 

these things as I can deal with it because you cannot come back to this office with the 

brokenness of yesterday because you do not know what tomorrow or the next week is 

going to bring to you. 

3:23 ¶ 26 in Interview transcript - participant 3 

You know, another thing is that when I’m done at the end of the day at this office, I 

don’t take these things with me. When I get home I’m a parent, I’m a housewife. To 

my kids, to my husband, I am there for them. They don’t have to know about all the 

details of my day. I have to be there for them. I cannot put everything onto them. 

But, in the mornings, when my kids are at school and my husband goes to work and I 

put on my uniform, I am a policewoman, an officer in the line of duty who is there to 

offer my services to those who cross my path. 

○ Policewomen have to support children and make them feel heard 

instead of questioning them. 

1 Quotations: 

3:13 ¶ 14 in Interview transcript - participant 3 
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I had to be careful to not ask her all these questions, you know? “Why did leave your 

house?” “How could you trust this man?”. I had to be there to assist this young child. 

It happened, I could only be there for support. She could not feel judgement from my 

side. Whatever was in her mind, it had happened and I had to help this child to the 

best of my abilities. Not to put more things on her, you know, worry and stress about 

the reason why the crime occurred. Not to do more damage than what had been done 

already. I had to support her in order for us to solve the issues, to bring justice. I did 

not want to stress her out unnecessary because she came to us looking for help. She 

was crying for help, so what does it help if you are crossing your arms like that. 

What does all the questions help? She needed help and not more judgement. 

○ Policewomen often go the 'extra mile' 

4 Quotations: 

1:31 ¶ 8 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

Sometimes I use my personal resources to do my work.  

1:32 ¶ 8 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

If I see this child needs clothes. I’ll physically go out and find clothes for this child. 

If I see this child is hungry, I physically go and look for food. It’s like you take it 

personally. As a woman, I take it personally.  

1:56 ¶ 16 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

Normally what I do is, I go back to trauma, that’s my own personal thing I go, and I 

ask them what has happened to the case of the underage child, just for my emotional 

comfortability, just to find out if the person was helped, you know? It’s not 

something that you have to do, you are not obliged, it’s not compulsory, but 

personally I take my time just to find out if the child is being looked after. Just to go 

the extra mile. 

3:3 ¶ 4 in Interview transcript - participant 3 

I worked on this case until I had a certain suspect. 

○ Policewomen often have to deal with child abuse cases despite 

the emotional impact 

1 Quotations: 

3:14 ¶ 16 in Interview transcript - participant 3 

It was very difficult, it was emotionally but as times went on I thought: “If I keep on 

being emotional, how will be of assistance for other children?” Because I would be 

dealing with the situation while being emotional.  
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○ Preference to deal with their emotions without seeking 

counselling or other help. 

1 Quotations: 

2:25 ¶ 20 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

No, I have a lot of respect for them, really I do, I work with them as necessary, but I 

find my way, not by their office, but by my privacy of my own room, doing my own 

thing, but they are there, yes. And they are in rendering a very good service to the 

police, really. 

○ Reluctance from children to report 

1 Quotations: 

1:11 ¶ 2 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

The sad thing about is, I think children are afraid to come out because sometimes, the 

abuser is a person who they know. It is someone in their personal spaces. I think 

most children feel betrayed because a person who you are loving is busy doing these 

stuff. I think, most of the children that I’ve interviewed are in disbelief, they still 

can’t, they know it’s wrong because their body is telling them it is wrong but they are 

busy struggling with it in their mind against their body. It is a fight with internal. So 

there’s this conflict to still trust this person but they know something is not right. 

○ Reoffending criminals anger policewomen 

3 Quotations: 

1:14 ¶ 2 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

I don’t think me as child, playing in the street, I was looking at people that way. You 

weren’t expecting the bad guy to do something bad to you. But in our country and 

especially in our community there are people who take advantage of vulnerable 

children’s innocence. Because sometime these perpetrators redo these things. Redo it 

[pause]. And I think there’s where the frustration comes in. the re-offense 

1:57 ¶ 16 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

. It was less than a week, two weeks, the person did it again. [Pause] The person did 

it again. [Pause, tick with pen]. The person did it again. There is where my anger, 

that’s where I got angry. Like? “Go fetch the man, go lock the man up, or something, 

or something, do something”. 

1:64 ¶ 22 in Interview transcript - participant 1 
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Child abuse. It is wrong to abuse a child, mentally, emotional. There are laws for 

that. Children’s act is also in there but you get the constitution, protecting the 

perpetrators. You got a right to an attorney. You get a right to medical, legal things. I 

need to treat a perpetrator like a customer because it is our constitution. That is where 

my anger and frustration comes in. Sometimes they are very arrogant. They have this 

conceded thing about them. People who have done, especially sexual abuse cases, or 

child abuse cases, they think they have done nothing wrong. They are not very 

remorseful because they have this sick side of them that have been identified. Now 

it’s like a frenzy, they are enjoying the adventure and the attention. The whole time it 

was quiet, but now they are thriving from all the attention. 

○ Schools play an important role in the protection of children 

6 Quotations: 

1:12 ¶ 2 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

And there comes the schools as well. I think when the schools educate the children in 

what is right and what is wrong, it is easy for them to identify that. 

1:18 ¶ 4 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

Sometimes the teachers can identify the abuse as well. Most of the time we get 

schools calling us saying that this child has gone through an abuse. The teachers are 

sometimes also our eyes outside to identify where the abuse is coming from. 

2:4 ¶ 2 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

In that, I can also say that I am the safety coordinator of the 24 schools in our 

policing area. And 24 schools is a lot of children. And anything concerning a child at 

the school that is brought to my attention. And that is also where you have to deal 

with cases like this child abuse cases, because it is reported firstly, by the school, the 

school have an obligation to report this to the police. 

2:5 ¶ 4 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

And I've got a lot of those cases mostly the case this is coming from there. Because 

of the school. It's not the parents that report, it is the school. 

2:13 ¶ 14 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

In my experience, I have safety talks with schools. And in that specific moment, if I 

talk about that (child abuse). You can see who are the children who are being abused, 

because they will just burst out in tears. And I have that a lot of times. And then you 

address it from there. 

2:14 ¶ 14 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

Most of the schools have these ladies that is caring for them, social workers. So then 

we address it from there, it is still very hard. 
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○ Seeing all the hurt motivates policewomen to make a positive 

impact in the community. 

1 Quotations: 

2:37 ¶ 46 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

So yes, it has an impact on my whole being. Because I tried to do the right thing 

every day, every day, every day, I do my utmost best not to fight with anybody from 

the office, wherever I go, just to be a positive impact on everybody. Because of the 

fact that you see this sadness and bad things happening. We try to make a difference 

by being good and being positive. 

○ Seeing the effects of abuse on children saddens policewomen. 

2 Quotations: 

2:11 ¶ 14 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

So it doesn't matter when I attend a case with a child abuse, I have a case at the 

moment. It's very bad. It is so bad that, you know, you get emotional, you get 

emotional and then you see the heartbreak of the child and you need to address the 

problem. 

3:12 ¶ 14 in Interview transcript - participant 3 

You know, I was also sad for what had happened to the life of this young girl. A 

crime has been committed, her life will never be the same again. 

○ Sometimes demans of the job motivate policewomen to seek 

professional psychiatric help. 

1 Quotations: 

2:51 ¶ 62 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

And there are times [long pause], uhm, there are times when you just can handle all 

of these things. Then you just need to go the medical route once in a while. I can’t 

remember when but my colleague passed away here close to the station. It is about 

six or seven years ago and now you must know you have a whole lot of things that 

you must handle here at your desk, in your office, and then one of your members 

pass away. Now you go to that crime scene, you do this whole crime scene, and 

because of that I went the medical route by going to a psychiatric facility, just to find 

my way a bit and I think that was the best thing that I have done for myself. Because 

of all the things that you must handle. So yes, I’m really a person that will 

recommend that. If you feel that things are not good anymore, look at yourself. Go 

and do this whole psychiatric places for a while. Just find yourself. And I think that is 
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the best thing you can do for yourself because they have these programmes and 

things to equip yourself with how to handle trauma and stress and blah blah blah. So 

I’m also very positive about things like that. There is no shame in things like that. 

Not at all. I mean, we are being exposed to all these things. Not everybody is being 

exposed to. My father was the one telling me that in Afrikaans: “Ek het by die 

onluste gewerk”. And yeah, so you are not, you are just a human being and you must 

handle a whole lot of things. It is not nice. I remember the first day of lockdown in 

2020, 27th of March. We were the only people in the road. I mean there is no 

vehicle. There is no life. There is nothing there. I mean, how do you handle that? 

And I mean that was just “Wow”. And we are being exposed to this. And we have 

lost members. You are too scared to go to a complaint because what do find there? 

“Please stay there I’m positive with COVID, and yeah. Now, I must go back home 

and my children are there. So, it is definitely having an impact. 

○ The way in which the Criminal Justice System is structured, 

police work is challenging 

5 Quotations: 

1:15 ¶ 2 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

Because our justice system is not taking the priority that it needs to take to deal with 

this sufficiently. You know, as police officers, we do administration for the court, we 

do admin that’s what I always tell people. We do admin. We do administration. We 

do intervention but when we come to a place first line, the first respondents – we do 

admin. Then it goes to second line, it starts to become an investigation, after 

investigation; court. 

1:62 ¶ 20 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

I don’t only deal with abuse but I’ve have been affected because it is something I 

have dealt with in my career. Not once. Not twice. But a recurring offence. It makes 

me angry. It makes me sad. If I could, I would climb in a car and go fetch him. But, 

our laws do not allow us to take the law in our own hands. That is what makes me 

angry. Because criminals have more rights than civilians. So it makes me feel kind of 

powerless because if the laws are tightened it allows me to enforce the necessary law 

or the necessary procedure for me to go do the right thing. 

1:63 ¶ 22 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

Yes, to provide more protection for the victim. I 100% think so. The constitution 

contradicts our criminal procedure act. Our laws contradict each other. That’s why 

there are so many loopholes within the system. 

1:72 ¶ 30 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

Maybe Im the only officer that gets this emotional about child abuse. We all deal 

with things differently. We don’t even have the same finger print, obviously we don’t 

have same emotional reactions. I just think the only way that we can protect our 

children is if our laws are to be changed. Crimes against children needs to be made a 

priority like murder. It should be put as a priority. 
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2:43 ¶ 54 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

There's a lot of acts protecting these people. It is true. It is true. And I think if our 

justice system, make a point of this, to sentence a perpetrator of child abuse for a 

long time, 10, 15 years to jail. And not just one, go through the system and put all of 

them away, then I think it will make an impact on the other people outside. Because I 

don't think it is nice to sit in the jail for 10 years. So yes, yes, indeed, I think the 

justice system must be made stronger when it comes to sentencing. Especially, child 

sex offender. Yeah, they must be strong. I don't know how to put this in a nice 

English words, but they must be strict on sentencing and specific laws. You know, 

severe sentence. Yeah. And that will also make a statement. And then you must 

remember we are talking about different kinds of children in different kinds of 

cultures, religion, and things like that. The way you bring up your children, and the 

way that I bring up my children is two different things. And that is also having an 

impact on society in general. You coming from there, I'm coming from here, we're 

going to one school. The way you do things and the way I do things is two different 

things. And that is also having an impact on things like this. Luckily we do have the 

sex offender registry and people that is involved with children need to do a police 

clearance every six months. Teachers in particular do it every year. But then 

unfortunately, we also have stuff like the POPI act that is supposed to protect 

personal privacies, so it is very difficult, a very difficult environment to protect 

children in. And these things is, I don't want to say unnecessary, but it makes our job 

very difficult. Because now I need to go through a process to get information. And I 

need information now. So yes, the POPI act is making things very difficult, 

especially for the police, really, because we need information, we work on 

information, that's crucial, I need the address of this child's father that is not staying 

with the mother. Now the POPI act say this and that, I don't care, I need the 

information, just to give you an example. So yeah, it is very difficult. It is a 

challenging environment to raise children 

○ Their children are also a source of motivation. 

1 Quotations: 

2:24 ¶ 18 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

My children are also very good motivators, because I can sit them I don't need to 

discuss anything with him but they know “Mommy's not feeling nice” and just to be 

in their presence also helps me a lot and just talk about their day and how was your 

day and okay Mama's not feeling well tonight. I just need some time, it’s fine 

mommy and go and rest and I have some tea in the make this prayer time and cry 

time and then I go on. 

○ Their experience make it easier for them to deal with child abuse 

cases. 

2 Quotations: 
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2:26 ¶ 22 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

Yes, yeah, and my experience taught me that, my experience, I must be honest with 

you, I have experience in this. And that is why I can honestly tell you, this is my 

way. The young members is not that, it's not that easy for them. So for me 

personally, that is my way. But for members that is attending to these cases, we see 

to it that they go to the EHW. 

2:35 ¶ 44 in Interview transcript - participant 2 

So I have a lot of experience. And it's good. I believe that experience is teaching us 

every day. Yeah. So much so that I can say with certainty that all the cases is been 

referred to me from wherever. And I handle it as it comes. 

○ Underreporting of cases makes it even more difficult 

1 Quotations: 

1:5 ¶ 2 in Interview transcript - participant 1 

That’s what we know of. What about the cases that we don’t know of? These cases 

never get reported. 
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