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Abstract

This study aimed to extend previous research on the experiences and factors that impact

law enforcement personnel when working with distressing materials such as child sexual

abuse content. A sample of 22 law enforcement personnel working within one law enforce-

ment organisation in England, United Kingdom participated in anonymous semi-structured

interviews. Results were explored thematically and organised in the following headings:

“Responses to the material”, “Impact of working with distressing evidence”, “Personal cop-

ing strategies” and “Risks and mitigating factors”. Law enforcement professionals experi-

enced heightened affective responses to personally relevant material, depictions of

violence, victims’ displays of emotions, norm violations and to various mediums. These

responses dampened over time due to desensitisation. The stress experienced from expo-

sure to the material sometimes led to psychological symptoms associated with Secondary

Traumatic Stress. Job satisfaction, self-care activities, the coping strategies used when

viewing evidence, detachment from work outside working hours, social support and reduc-

ing exposure to the material were found to mediate law enforcement professionals’ resil-

ience. Exposure to distressing material and the risks associated with this exposure were

also influenced by specific organisational procedures implemented as a function of the fund-

ing available and workload. Recommendations for individual and organisational practices to

foster resilience emerged from this research. These recommendations are relevant to all

organisations where employees are required to view distressing content.

Introduction

The introduction of landmark technologies such as the Internet and smartphones led to the

development of cybercrime (e.g. hacking and malware attacks) and opened new avenues for

traditional offences where the computer can be used as a tool to commit crimes. Examples of
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traditional crimes that have expanded into the digital sphere include terrorism, fraud and pae-

dophilia [1, 2]. The emergence of cybercrime has also led to a paradigm shift in criminal inves-

tigations. Historically, the key police investigative aids were eyewitness testimony and physical

forensic evidence, yet they are no longer relevant in cyber contexts. In cybercrime, digital evi-

dence of the crime can be enough for prosecution and conviction.

Looking at the influence of cybercrime on Child Sexual Abuse Material (CSAM), we

observe that CSAM can be found on multiple online platforms, from image hosting sites and

third-party online services which provide file-storing and file-sharing services to commercial

web streaming and social networking sites [3]. Looking further into the volume of the material

encountered, the Internet Watch Foundation [4] has identified 132,676 websites in 2019 alone

containing CSAM, with new websites being constantly discovered. The severity of the problem

is also observed when looking at the statistics provided by the National Crime Agency of the

United Kingdom (UK) showing that, in 2018, 2.88 million accounts were registered globally

across the most harmful CSAM dark websites [5]. This occurred despite the fact that the pro-

duction, access, possession and distribution of this material is illegal in many countries. Apart

from CSAM, other types of illegal material that can be found online depict paraphilias and

highly violent content [6–10].

In the course of investigations, law enforcement professionals (LEP) may deal with

extremely large amounts of evidence containing millions of images and videos spread across

multiple devices [11]. While not all content they view is illegal, it is estimated 70–80% of digital

forensic investigation cases involve CSAM [12]. Apart from CSAM, members of law enforce-

ment (LE) also view other types of highly violent material such as bestiality, snuff films [9] etc.

Exposure to this type of material occurs during various tasks, such as when checking websites

for illegal content, classifying the material according to the content depicted, preparing reports

detailing selected images and viewing those selected images in the course of prosecution [13].

Exposure to illegal material such as CSAM is fundamentally distressing, and some LEP suggest

that this is the most difficult aspect of their work [8, 10]. Indications of the material’s unpleas-

antness are also found within the physical and emotional responses they elicit. Typical descrip-

tors of reactions include nausea, sadness, anger, frustration and shock [9]. Looking at the

specific features driving the emotional response, content depicting violence, displays of emo-

tions from the victims, norm violations, the personal relevance of the material to the viewer,

and the medium of the material were all reported to influence LEP’s affective reaction [6–10,

14].

Aside from the difficulty in viewing distressing material, this exposure may have a severe

impact on LEP’s long-term welfare. This is because contact with other people’s traumatic expe-

riences can lead to the development of trauma-associated symptoms. While this is referred to

as Secondary Traumatic Stress (STS) in the literature [15], recently it was formally recognized

as a form of Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) [16]. These symptoms were initially docu-

mented in professions where people are often exposed to human suffering and death, either

through narrations of distressing events, as in the case of mental health staff [17–20], or

through direct exposure to those events, as in the case of police professionals [21–24], medical

personnel [24–26], firefighters [24] etc. More recently, STS symptoms were also reported by

LEP as a result of exposure to traumatizing events through digital media files [6–10, 14, 27–

30], indicating the effects go beyond direct contact with traumatized victims. In LEP exposed

to digital distressing material, STS symptoms are manifested in the form of intrusive thoughts,

avoidance, and alterations in mood, arousal and reactivity [6–10, 14, 27, 28].

While the negative impact of viewing distressing material is clearly documented among

LEP, members of LE are not equally affected. This was illustrated by multiple studies which

found variations in the severity of STS symptoms among LEP working within the same agency
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[8, 27, 28]. Differences in the severity of impact were also found across agencies located in dif-

ferent countries. For example, when comparing the STS scores of a UK sample of LEP with a

sample of LEP from the United States of America (USA), Bourke and Craun [28] found that

10.4% of British LEP scored in the severe category of STS as compared to 15.3% of USA per-

sonnel. Also, a larger proportion of British LEP scored in the low or no STS category (36.9%)

as compared to its USA counterparts (26.4%). These differences in impact can be explained by

personal factors such as one’s social support net both inside and outside of work [6], one’s

level of engagement in coping strategies and the specific type of coping strategies used [28].

However, personal factors are not the only contributor to LEP’s resilience to the job, their wel-

fare also being dependent on their agency’s practices. Aspects related to recruitment, supervi-

sion, workload, training, equipment, procedures related to viewing evidence and access to

professional support are all considered by LEP to play a role in their well-being [6, 14, 31, 32].

For example, excessive workload [6, 14, 32], poor supervisory support [32] and a lack of train-

ing in self-care and the technical aspects of their jobs [14] are all viewed by LEP to hinder their

well-being.

In light of the previously mentioned mental health risks associated with LEP’s need to view

distressing material as part of investigations and the ever-increasing discovery of such content

[3, 4], the safeguarding of LEP’s mental health must take precedence. Considering the

observed variations in impact and coping among LEP within and between different agencies

[8, 27, 28], more research is needed to improve our knowledge of LEP’s experiences. In doing

so, we aim to build a more comprehensive picture of how viewing distressing material affects

LEP and how these effects may be mitigated. The current research seeks to provide further

understanding of UK LEP’s direct experiences with viewing distressing material and the corre-

sponding factors modulating their well-being. We chose to investigate these aspects using

qualitative methods in order to be able to capture the inherent complexity of factors associated

with LEP’s experiences [14]. Also, qualitative methods may be better at discovering stressors

and/or coping strategies not identified through other forms of investigation [33].

Methods

Participants

Twenty-two law enforcement personnel (16 males, mean age = 40.65, SD = 11.91, age

range = 26–67) working in a Police Force in England, UK participated in the study. Through

purposive sampling, the participants were recruited with the help of managerial staff who sent

out an email with the advertisement of the study within the organisation. The email set out a

brief summary of the aims of the study and an outline of how the study would be undertaken.

Following this email, recruitment also occurred through snowballing. The participants inter-

ested in taking part in the study contacted the researcher via the email provided in the adver-

tisement. We only included participants who were exposed to distressing material in their

current and/or previous roles. Recruitment was stopped when recurrent patterns became evi-

dent in the participants’ narrations, indicating data saturation was reached. Our final sample

mostly consisted of digital forensics technicians (59%), while individuals with the roles of man-

ager, investigator, supervisor and detective were also identified (see S1 Table for more detailed

participant characteristics). Tenure of employment in their current roles ranged from 1–17

years (M = 4.72, SD = 4.28). All participants provided written informed consent prior to the

beginning of the study and were reimbursed for their participation at the rate of £6/hour. Par-

ticipants were assured of anonymity and were only identified by a numerical code. Ethical

approval for this study was obtained from the College of Science & Engineering at the Univer-

sity of Glasgow under the application number 300180129.
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Procedure

Research team and reflexivity. The principal investigator, CBDF, conducted the inter-

views in June 2019, in private rooms located in the participants’ workplace. There was no rela-

tionship between the research team and the participants prior to commencing the study, and

the participants were told that the interviewer was a university researcher.

Study design. A semi-structured, one-to-one interview schedule was developed based on

a review of the literature in the area of law enforcement. The interviews lasted between 8 and

50 minutes (Mean interview duration = 22.36, SD = 10.10) and were conducted face to face by

the principal investigator. The interview questions were open-ended in order to encourage

elaboration, seek clarification and to allow the participants to raise and discuss issues that were

important or interesting to them. The questions (see S2 Table) mainly focused on the partici-

pants’ perceptions and experiences of working with distressing imagery. This included ques-

tions about the participants’ subjective experience viewing distressing imagery, their

emotional reactions to the imagery and their evaluation of factors that hinder or support their

welfare in the context of their role. Participants also optionally provided basic demographic

information (gender, age, ethnicity, marital status and education level).

Analysis. All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. Data was manu-

ally transcribed by CDF using InqScribe 2.2.4 [34]. Transcripts were double-checked for accu-

racy against the original recordings. Data were analysed using inductive thematic analysis at

semantic level [35]. We chose this analysis as it allowed us to give voice to the participants’

experiences and meanings attached to them as reported in the data. Furthermore, this analysis

gave us the opportunity to consider the social and psychological interpretations of the data.

Following a process of data familiarization (i.e. reading and re-reading of the data) and in

order to improve the reliability of the analysis, the transcripts were independently coded by

three researchers with previous experience in qualitative data analysis (CBDF, AG, MI). The

researchers carried out the analysis following the thematic analysis guidelines provided by

Braun and Clarke [35]. Coded data were independently sorted into meaningful themes and all

data relating to each theme were collected. The researchers then met and mapped, revised and

refined the themes and subthemes to ensure a good fit with the data. Emerging patterns were

also considered in the light of empirical literature, which helped to set the analysis of this study

within the context of broader research. In order to check that the themes reflected the experi-

ence of the participants in a believable way, the extracted themes were refined after validating

them with selected participants [36]. Grammatical changes were made to the quotations sup-

porting the themes in order to improve flow and clarity. Any detail that could potentially lead

to the identification of individual participants, victims or suspects was removed or redacted.

Results

The final thematic map identified 4 overarching themes (Table 1) of specific relevance to this

study as set out below together with their subthemes.

Responses to the material

The participants talked about their immediate and long-term responses to the material and

about the individual factors that influenced their engagement with it. These are given below.

Immediate responses. In current and previous roles, the participants were exposed to a

wide range of material falling under both the legal and illegal spheres. With respect to the

material depicting illegal practices, the themes frequently mentioned included CSAM, extreme

violence and torture of humans and animals, extreme pornography (e.g. rape, bestiality) and

snuff videos (e.g. beheadings, suicides). Nine of the participants reported a mix of responses
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associated with this material, from emotional responses of shock, anger, and empathy for the

victim to feelings of inadequacy and physical responses of sickness. Three participants did not

name any specific emotions that they experienced. However, two of those participants

described having to occasionally look away from the material or having the desire not to look

at the material, indicating they also had a negative response to the content.

“I think maybe shock if anything else because you see things that you would not normally see.

Yes, shock and disgust that there are people like that around and it can be anyone and obvi-
ously feeling sorry for the victims as well.” (Digital forensics technician)

Desensitisation. Participants mentioned changes in their affective responses to viewing

distressing material. When participants first viewed the material, they experienced distress, yet

over time they gradually became desensitised to it. This came as a result of repeated exposure,

leading to a reduction in the strength and amount of negative emotions experienced. After this

point, the participants only reported an amplified negative response to novel content. Desensi-

tisation seemed to occur for any type of distressing imagery the participants encountered. Two

participants felt uncomfortable with this change in response and questioned whether this

dampening of affect was personally beneficial. These concerns were discussed in relation to

possible alterations in the participants’ core principles of what is right and wrong behaviour.

“When I first started here, I had a strong adverse response. You start to look at these things
and then you feel physically sick, a bit lightheaded because they are quite disturbing, but it is
amazing how fast you adapt. It is repetition. Each time you feel a bit better enough to after a
few weeks of doing it is like almost nothing really. You do not know how it affects you subcon-
sciously, but it does not appear to, no. I would happily eat sandwiches while doing it.”
(Investigator)

Table 1. The emerging themes and subthemes of the analysis.

Themes Subthemes Number of Participants (Percentage of

total)

Reactions to the evidence Immediate responses 12 (55%)

Desensitisation 12 (55%)

Evidence features influencing

reactions

16 (72%)

Personal relevance 10 (45%)

Medium 10 (45%)

Impact of working with distressing

evidence

Intrusive images and thoughts 19 (86%)

Protectiveness and mild paranoia 5 (23%)

Personal coping strategies Viewing strategies 16 (73%)

Talking 15 (68%)

Humour 7 (32%)

Relaxing activities 9 (41%)

Risks and mitigating factors Supervision 11 (50%)

Psychological support 12 (55%)

Physical workspace 11 (50%)

Volume & Frequency of exposure 22 (100%)

Rationale for the job 16 (73%)

Social support 8 (36%)

Resilience 11 (50%)

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0242808.t001
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“The more you see you become a bit desensitised to it, it becomes a bit nonchalant and blasé
and that is maybe not where you should be. You should always be mindful of what you are
doing, I think.” (Digital forensics technician)

Features influencing reactions. When viewing case materials, participants reported hav-

ing expectations about the type of content they expected to affect them. However, these expec-

tations were not often met, and participants realised that they cannot always predict the type

of material that will trigger a response. Among the content perceived to be inducing an emo-

tional response, fourteen participants found content which violates norms to be highly disturb-

ing. Participants reported being particularly distressed by norm violations within CSAM,

especially when viewing female perpetrators, first generation material, and when the offence

was committed by a known family member. Furthermore, the material was viewed as most dis-

turbing when the victims were very young (i.e. babies and toddlers) and when there was a big

age difference between the offender and the victim. A combination between the age of the vic-

tim, sexual abuse and physical abuse was perceived to heighten distress even more. Other con-

tent considered to be particularly distressing contained depictions of homicide and highly

violent and sadistic behaviour. The determination of the perpetrator and the total duration of

the abuse were other features that induced distress further.

“I think there is definitely something about kids and one’s natural desire to protect tiny cute
things which is the only reason that parents are not too angry at their annoying children
because they are small and cute. There is definitely something about that that makes it for
most people, probably myself included, often more distressing than some other harm, but it
also depends what you are used to seeing.” (Digital forensics technician)

“Full grown adults and toddler babies and they were just abusing them. It was really quite
hard and quite disturbing. They should not be doing that, should they?” (Digital forensics
technician)

The victims’ behaviour was mentioned by five participants as a contributor to their emo-

tional responses of distress. Overt negative emotional responses of the victims such as crying

were described as upsetting. These displays of emotions were perceived to be especially dis-

tressing when children were the victims. Within the context of CSAM, the lack of any overt

indications of distress from victims, or contrarily, displays of positive emotions from the vic-

tims were interpreted as signs of sustained grooming endured by the victim, or the victim’s

confusion or desensitisation to the abuse.

“Knowing that someone close is doing the abuse is more affective. That really upsets me. Espe-
cially when you see they have taken pictures of what they have done. They put the person in
certain positions and sometimes you see the subject’s face and you can see they are distressed.

It is very upsetting.” (Digital forensics technician)

“How the victims acted like it was normal. When they were abused it was like a game or a bit
like a joke. [. . .] It just makes you think this has been going on for a long time because you
look at different reactions from the victims and then who do you feel sorrier for? It might even
be a child who is 12 and they seem to be enjoying it, but you know that if you look at it further
that is not the case at all because that is something that has been going on since they were
maybe 5 or they do not know any better or any different. So, I think it is one of the things I
have found very difficult to see.” (Digital forensics technician)
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Personal relevance. The relevance of the material to the participants’ personal lives was

another factor that could influence their reactions. For example, participants who had children

of their own have reported greater difficulty viewing images of child abuse. Similarly, establish-

ing rapport with the victim or noticing parallels between their own lives and the victims’ life

were also mentioned as especially distressing by our participants. This was because instances

like these have enhanced the viewers’ ability to relate to and create a connection with the

victims.

“It did not affect me that much when I first started in digital forensics. Since then it has
increased but I was off for a while. Coming back and doing it, it has affected me a lot more
because I now have children and I guess you put yourself in their shoes and it hits home more
in some way. (Digital forensics technician)

“The only time I would say I ever felt affected was not even to do with any indecent images. It
was to do with suicide where this person has committed suicide. They jumped in front of a
train and they were my sibling’s age. I remember thinking a lot about that on my way home.”

(Digital forensics technician)

“If someone looks like a child you know that can then be quite difficult to deal with or it hits
you that little bit more.” (Digital forensics technician)

Medium. The strength of the emotions experienced was also dictated by the medium of

the material. Video material was perceived to be highly distressing as it forced the participants

to view the offence as if it were taking place again, and thus witness the trauma experienced by

the victims. Multisensory content such as video combined with audio and written information

were also reported to be highly distressing because they enhanced the participants’ ability to

recollect the events. Adding to the vividness was the quality of the material, high-quality imag-

ery being perceived to be more impactful.

“The videos have more of an impact because it is more of a story. If you just have a single
image, then you tend to make up the story in your head whereas when you have something
physically there and you can watch it from beginning to the end the story tells itself.” (Digital
forensics technician)

“One of the first times I experienced a nightmare, [. . .] it was a written description of some-
thing. It was in relation to a murder of a child who was linked to someone who I was investi-
gating and weirdly that is probably the worst because I think it makes you create the image in
your head rather than see it on a screen. We are so used to desensitising ourselves to images
we see on a screen so that is certainly the worst.” (Detective)

Impact of working with distressing evidence

Participants described multiple effects following exposure to distressing material, which mani-

fested as intrusive images, unwanted thoughts, and mild paranoia. These effects were not uni-

versal, two participants reported not being affected by viewing the material. While it is possible

that the participants did not suffer any impact of exposure, it is also possible they were not

aware of the impact. This was suggested by three participants who mentioned having difficulty

in identifying if their exposure to this material affected their own well-being. However, one of

these participants mentioned that while they did not notice the effects when engrossed in that

work, these became apparent once their exposure stopped.
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Intrusive images and thoughts. Seven participants reported experiencing flashbacks,

which they related to viewing distressing material. These were triggered by environmental

aspects they associated with the events depicted in the material. Most notably, flashbacks

occurred for some participants when they interacted with children they knew personally out-

side of their work environment. Likewise, some participants also described flashbacks occur-

ring during intimate moments between the participants and their partners. Adding to these

flashbacks were somewhat arbitrary and case-specific features, which some participants associ-

ated with the explicit materials. These could be anything from auditory to visual or written

information. Some examples included hearing a song associated with sexual abuse, seeing a

certain colour worn by a victim, or hearing a person use wordings that were associated with

terminology used by the perpetrators. These effects often impacted on the participants’ behav-

iours, such as avoiding specific activities in order to reduce the incidence of these flashbacks.

Seven participants also mentioned thinking about the material outside of work, with some

experiencing nightmares. Generally, these events were reported to be short lasting, occur only

sporadically, and seemed to have limited impact on the participants’ lives and their ability to

work in this area. Also, participants noted that some of these effects tended to disappear once

they acquired more experience of the job.

“I viewed certain videos during the week as part of the investigation I was helping with and
then I went at the weekend to see my friend who has a child and we were looking after him
and they changed his nappy and I just had a sudden flashback to the video that I saw earlier
in the week. I felt I could not go near him because it was going to trigger back this reaction of
this video that I have seen in the week.” (Digital forensics technician)

“When I was doing baby changes and similar activities. . . those were the things where ‘Oh,

wow, a memory came into my mind!’. So, take a moment. Bath time as well. . . It could be
quite difficult looking at bath time. It is just thinking about those people who abuse children:

‘Wow, here that person took advantage of that situation that I’m in now. Why would someone
do something like that?” (Digital forensics technician)

“There is still one video. . . I think it is not as bad as it used to be but there was one video
where there was a child in a bathtub being abused and she had on a yellow dress and when-
ever I saw that shade of yellow. So, I would be in a completely normal situation where. . .I
remember being shopping and there was a girl with a yellow bag and straight away that video
came playing in my head.” (Manager)

“You can wake up with nightmares from them but not often otherwise you would not be able
to do the job and that is the overwhelming exception rather than the rule.” (Detective)

Protectiveness and mild paranoia. For some participants, this exposure to distressing

materials made them become more cynical about the world. This change manifested in diverse

ways such as mild paranoia, overprotectiveness of children, and greater distrust of others. To

exemplify, one participant disclosed being paranoid about how their behaviour with children

will be interpreted by other people, yet at the same time admitted constantly analysing the

interactions between other adults and children. Overprotectiveness manifested itself as setting

limits in the activities their children or children of their relatives engaged in due to their pro-

fessional experiences, and a heightened sensitivity to any potential dangers.

“I think what it did is it affected my view of the world and people. Just knowing that there are
people like that in the world, who are capable of doing these things. I think you cannot fully
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understand that unless you see it. [. . .] But I think it was not just that, it was just doing the
work in general and having that insight into people’s lives. So, it made me a bit more bitter
about people.” (Digital forensics technician)

“We go to social events as family groups together and there will always be children around us
and in every normal world there is nothing wrong with a child coming up to you who knows
you because you are a trusted part of this group and saying to you ‘Can you take me to do this
or that?’. I know their parents very well, they know me very well, but I would question myself
quite a lot: ‘What if somebody sees me taking this child to get some ice cream? What would
they think of me?’. I question not my intention because my intention I know of, I am not
doing anything wrong, but I feel like I am putting myself at risk because I am seeing everything
from this tinted glass.” (Manager)

Personal coping strategies

Participants described several personal strategies that helped them cope, which they engaged

in both at work and outside of work. These include strategies used when examining evidence,

social interactions and activities aimed at reducing stress.

Viewing strategies. Some participants started engaging in coping strategies even before

they were exposed to explicit materials. This took the form of mentally preparing themselves

for viewing the material. During the analysis of the material the participants actively engaged

in techniques to limit their exposure to these materials by using the technological tools avail-

able. Flipping images to another view, looking at them in thumbnail form rather than full

screen, watching videos without the sound on, or only watching short snippets of videos were

some of the mentioned strategies. While these strategies were helpful in reducing the amount

of exposure to the material, there were also times when the participants had to examine the evi-

dence in more prolonged detail. In these situations, the participants reinterpreted how they

perceived the material by either pretending that the events depicted were not real or they

engaged in a highly analytical perspective, wherein they focussed more on convicting the per-

petrator(s). Four of the participants also mentioned shutting down their emotions when view-

ing the material. Lastly, one participant also mentioned coping by trying to understand the

perpetrators’ rationale behind their behaviour.

“The way I deal with it is I see it as almost. . .you know how you can watch a film and it is not
real life. I do not think of that, as that is someone, I think of that as that is the child that exists
if that makes sense. It is literally like a movie.” (Digital forensics technician)

“I go and switch off. I do not think. Someone might think that is not the healthiest way of deal-
ing with it, but I can, to a degree, detach myself emotionally because I understand what we
are doing needs to be done.” (Digital forensics technician)

“Understanding why somebody feels a certain way towards a person of a certain age will help
you understand the problem more, which I think then can link into if you are looking at some-
thing and think ‘That is terrible!’ versus ‘Why do they find this certain picture or this video
attractive? Why have they downloaded it?’. [. . .] Just trying to understand the problem really.”

(Digital forensics technician)

Despite using these coping strategies, participants admitted there were times when they felt

emotional when viewing these materials. On these occasions, taking a break was found to be

most helpful. During these breaks the participants would actively remove themselves from
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their immediate working environment, by stepping away from their desk and engage in relax-

ing activities such as going for a walk, having a warm beverage or talking to their colleagues.

Talking. Participants feel they benefit from receiving support from their colleagues. This

support manifested itself in the form of talking about their feelings towards the material,

which allowed them to release built-up tension. When participants talked about their experi-

ences, this openness was limited to their colleagues with whom they had shared experiences.

In contrast, the participants found themselves unable to discuss their experiences with people

close to them outside of work, such as family and friends. This was because the participants

were often concerned that revealing the content of the material that they had seen would trau-

matize others or create concern around themselves. Only one participant disclosed sharing

some of their experiences with people close to them outside of their work environment and

this was because these people had similar knowledge and skills that helped them understand

their experiences.

“I expressed it to my colleagues [difficulty dealing with the images]. That is the beauty of work-
ing in the same environment because you can have stories with one another and then talking
and having similar experiences with one another that can help those common situations.”
(Digital forensics technician)

“I do not talk to my partner about it. I may go home to my partner and say: ‘I saw some horri-
ble stuff today so I might not be in the best mood in bed or we are definitely not having sex
tonight because today is not the night that that is ok’ but I will not go into detail because I am
not sure that is necessary. They did not sign up to do this job and I do not think that is a fair
emotional burden to put on a person.” (Digital forensics technician)

Humour. Participants often used humour to release tension and to bond with their col-

leagues, which could take the form of both light-hearted and dark humour. Dark humour in

particular was perceived to only be appropriate within their occupational environment, and

outsiders were not being expected to understand it.

“There is a lot of black humour people use to deal with these things which for people who are
not experiencing the situation will probably find it strange, but people laugh and joke about
these because that is a way of dealing with it and almost normalizing it and making it seem
less serious than it is.” (Supervisor)

“I think quite a lot of people deal with this stuff by making jokes just to deal with what they
are seeing. When I first got into the industry, I overheard a joke somebody told which I was
quite offended by as I was quite new to the industry but over time you understand it is a cop-
ing mechanism some people use.” (Digital forensics technician)

Relaxing activities. Participants described several activities they engaged in outside of

work, which they believed could indirectly improve their ability to cope. Examples of these

activities included regular intense exercise, grounding activities such as yoga, taking walks and

meditating, as well as watching TV, reading, petting animals and gardening. Overall, these

activities helped them relieve stress, switch off and generally relax.

“I go running every day or go to the gym every day, meditate, do yoga, anything which I can
use to switch my brain off. If I am doing something where my brain has become more uncon-
scious, if you are running, meditating, it gives you an opportunity for thoughts to flow in your
mind rather than fixating on them.” (Supervisor)
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“I love working in my garden. There is always work to do in the garden, so I always take myself
off in the garden where I have my music or reading my papers.” (Investigator)

“The gym I think is the most effective I think at getting a lot of the stress out and just focusing
on training at the gym. That is probably the most effective.” (Digital Forensics Technician)

Risks and mitigating factors

Many factors could either help participants to better cope with their work, or by contrast they

could make things more difficult for them. Most of these revolved around organisational sup-

port in the form of supervision, psychological support, their physical workspace, the volume

and frequency of exposure to these materials, as well as discussions about resilience, social sup-

port and appropriate sentencing.

Supervision. Participants found that receiving appropriate support from their managers

added to their sense of well-being. The managers that were viewed as supportive promoted a

relaxed work environment, were approachable, and understood the impact and nature of the

job, whilst providing reassurance when needed.

“Management is always there, and they are very, very supportive and if you have a question
or a problem you go to them and talk about it. A lot of the time when we work on jobs like
that [. . .] our management would say ‘Oh, this is the second job you have done like that this
month, maybe someone else should do it.’ So, there is a bit of compassion which is really
important, I think.” (Digital forensics technician)

“I remember my boss at the time did something useful when he went through and said this is
normal behaviour. Looking at something and feeling–whether you are feeling angry towards it
—that is normal behaviour to seeing that and I thought that was a really good way of teaching
us what is right and wrong.” (Manager)

Conversely, management lacking in these skills, possibly due to inexperience with the job,

appeared to negatively affect participants’ well-being. This was extensively illustrated by one

case where the participant unsuccessfully requested help from management after struggling

when viewing explicit materials, and ultimately went on to develop feelings of anxiety and

depression as a result of having to continuously prove their distress. Along the same lines, two

participants speculated that some employees may not request help when they are struggling,

due to the stigma associated with admitting to this.

“We used to have managers who had done the work and understood the nature of it. Now we
do not. The support we get has been dramatically diminished and there is much more an atti-
tude of ‘Well just get on with it’.” (Detective)

“I spoke to management about it [not being able to cope]. They did not really believe me that I
was having a problem and so asked me to prove it, go to the doctors. At the moment there has
been an attempt to not let me be exposed to those images anymore which I am fine not to do, I
know I am ok not to see those images but at the same time I still want to be a team player.
They [management] just said ‘It would just be easier if we take you off those kind of cases’ and
it has ultimately led to me moving to another unit where they do a lot less of that stuff but I
have assured them as well, those people as well, that, if these images come up, I am not going
to freak out, I have still worked with them in the past year. [. . .] The effect of that whole
drama [. . .] had a severe effect on my mental health because then I thought ‘Now I am not a
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team player’ and ‘Now I am not good at my job’ and that ended up with me getting very anx-
ious and depressed at one point and then having to go on medication from the doctors as a
result of it.” (Digital forensics technician)

Psychological support. Talking to a psychologist provided the participants with a safe

haven where they could check in with their feelings and mental state and receive reassurance.

Having access to a professional who was a specialist in the field, and seeing the same psycholo-

gist repeatedly helped to facilitate a level of trust. Six participants considered it important to

receive regular psychological support or assessments as a preventive measure. Sessions with a

psychologist were also beneficial even when participants were already beginning to feel the

negative effects of their job. Recent changes in organisational procedures due to changes in

funding led to a reduction in the frequency of assessment sessions and a change in the proce-

dures required to access psychological support. These changes were seen to limit the support

available and could possibly deter participants from requesting this support when needed. For

example, in some units, the assessment procedure was switched from face to face to an online

survey. In other units, participants that were previously able to directly contact the psycholo-

gist to request a session themselves, were now required to enter a lengthy process which could

take several months before obtaining counselling.

“I personally believe we should probably be having check-ins with a psychologist, at least once
a year, because most mental health support requires you to identify you have a problem—
which is hard—know where to get help for that problem, then take the brave and difficult step
of speaking out and then going to get that help. Then that must be the right help for you, and
you must not get discouraged if you need to go find different help. So, it is a lot of steps between
you and getting the help you need.” (Digital forensics technician)

“We do have to see a psychotherapist every 6 months. Realistically it is probably not enough of
an appointment. It used to be if you reached a point where you were struggling to cope you
could make yourself a referral back to that psychotherapist for sessions that are more regular.
This now has been stopped so you have a mandatory 6 months screening but if you ask for
help and ask to see her, you will not. You are just referred to the occupational health queue
which is a lengthy sort of queueing system for a phone appointment which will not really offer
you any assistance and then it is months of waiting to get any psychotherapy or counselling.

With the current climate we have had to just develop our own strategies to deal with things.”
(Detective)

Physical workplace. The actual physical environment in the workplace was important in

helping the participants feel comfortable while doing their work. Having enough physical

space, natural light, TVs and access to the gym were perceived as factors enhancing partici-

pants’ comfort and provided a connection with the outside world, whilst reducing feelings of

isolation. However, opinions varied regarding the office layouts, one participant found that

the noise occurring due to open-plan offices was disruptive, while another pointed out they

would not like to be alone while viewing distressing material. Another difficulty of working in

an open-plan office was that it increased the likelihood of accidentally viewing distressing

material.

“Where I work, I have a lot of space. I like space, it makes me feel relaxed. If I was confined, I
think like everyone, you would feel a bit constricted, you cannot really move around.” (Digital
forensics technician)
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“The open plan, I do not think it is great. It has been an issue [. . .] because there are indecent
images everywhere. [. . .] Many practitioners minimize the material, so generally they do not
put it on a big screen. I think it is small practical things like that which mitigate the risk, but I
think it is still risky.” (Digital forensics technician)

Volume and frequency of exposure. Participants described varying frequencies, dura-

tions, and types of exposure. This was often dictated by their role. Some participants reported

having to look at distressing imagery on a daily basis, while others only tended to view it in

weekly or monthly intervals. However, because of the uniqueness of each criminal case, the

duration and frequency of exposure could vary widely, and participants were not always able

to predict when, and for how long they would have to look at distressing material. Added to

this variability were the instances when exposure happened accidentally, such as when discov-

ering illegal material that is not initially relevant to the current case that is being worked on.

Similarly, issues were also related to workplace aspects such as sharing computers and working

in open-plan offices where participants often saw their colleagues’ work. This unexpected

exposure sometimes led to responses of distress.

“Outside my room they [the colleagues] were reviewing a paedophile’s computer and they had
it on a massive screen. So normally [. . .], if they are reviewing something, they have it small,
so it is only them that are really exposed to it. This officer did not really know that, so they
had it on a big screen and they had it there all day and every time I came out of my office, I
was seeing stuff on the screen. Most of it was regular pornography and regular abuse, nothing
too extreme, well it is all extreme but nothing really bad and I said a couple of times to the
member of staff that I was with that they do not need it that big, but they did not seem to do
anything about it.” (Digital forensics technician)

Participants reported that the issue of accidental exposure was tackled in some units by

organising separate spaces where staff could analyse distressing material. One participant also

mentioned the organisation was in the process of implementing daily limits, which restrict the

length of time each employee had to spend viewing distressing material. Exposure to distress-

ing material was also modulated by staff rotations, employees in specific roles being moved to

a different unit after a certain amount of time. Although the purpose of rotations was to facili-

tate training, this process also modulated exposure to specific types of material, due to different

types of cases that were being worked on in specific units. For example, in one unit the partici-

pants may only work on cases exclusively involving CSAM. Although in other units the partici-

pants would still be working these types of cases, they may also work on other types of cases,

such as fraud and murder. Interestingly, while this difference in the rates of exposure to CSAM

between units was mentioned by two digital forensic technicians, it was not acknowledged by

one of the managers. A similar opinion of management in regard to exposure to child sexual

abuse cases across units was also voiced by one of the participants who talked to management

about this issue. Three participants perceived having a mix of cases or tasks may be less taxing

on their emotional state than being frequently exposed to CSAM. In a similar vein, one partici-

pant suggested rotations across departments where employees would do another type of job

and be exposed to less distressing material. However, as stated by one participant, some

employees may be more resilient to this type of work, and therefore deliberately choose to

work in the child sexual abuse investigations unit, thus not needing rotations. This was also

voiced by one of the managers, who said that some of the employees doing rotations in the

child sexual abuse investigations unit prefer to remain in that unit due to environmental fac-

tors. The role of environmental factors such as moving teams, the work location and the stress
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associated with these changes were also mentioned by another manager, being seen to impact

on the employees’ willingness to work in certain units.

“I highlighted [to management] that maybe some people were better suited to some things
than others and I put forward the idea that maybe instead of a rotation everyone has to do
you ask for volunteers [to go and work in the child exploitation unit]. It was suggested to me
that no one will volunteer. However, I pointed out that people do apply for jobs in the child
exploitation unit and so they must know that they are ok with it. I wonder if that in itself,
maybe you volunteer there for one year and then the next volunteer goes in. You could argue
that there are not enough volunteers to sustain that, but I think that would work. If I was
asked ‘Would you like to go to the child exploitation unit or to some murder scenes?’ I would
volunteer for the murder scenes because I would be ok with that.” (Digital forensics
technician)

“You do indecent images [cases] on both [units] but at least you get the odd, it will sound
really weird, but at least you get the odd murder or fraud which somehow feels gentler, which
is like a palate cleanser.” (Digital forensics technician)

“I became very frustrated because they [management] could not differentiate between an environ-
ment where it [indecent images cases] is constantly around you all the time, when you cannot
escape it unless you leave the office, versus an environment where you can get away from it and
you might do two or three indecent image cases back to back but the next one might be a fraud or
a murder or something else and you might have a good break in-between. I found it very frustrat-
ing that the management were unable to differentiate.” (Digital forensics technician)

“It could take you two months to get used to where you are working and then in a few months’
time you could be rotating again and that stays on your mind. ‘Where will I be going in a few
months?’. I do not know who I am going to get either. You build a good team and the strength
of the team could vary quite a lot. I know who I can trust with something sensitive, who I
think this might just break you if I give you this case. You cannot learn that with every rota-
tion.” (Manager)

“When people come to work here [in the child exploitation unit] they are generally concerned
about the work and its content. However, you find at the end of their rotation that the people
who worked here want to stay.” (Manager)

Exposure was also modulated by the gradual introduction within law enforcement of intelli-

gent systems that can process evidence autonomously. The process through which this tech-

nology worked was by comparing the material found on a suspect’s device with images and

videos stored in an official database containing pre-existing indecent imagery of children. The

use of this technology was viewed by the participants as efficient in reducing the volume of

material they needed to view. However, despite these positive improvements, frequency of

exposure was still relatively high due to ever increasing workloads. While some of the cases

could be sent to contractors, this was only possible for the cases that did not contain CSAM.

This in turn increased the participants’ frequency of exposure to CSAM. Two participants also

talked about the development and implementation of artificial intelligence tools that will be

able to automatically categorise CSAM, further reducing their need to view this type of mate-

rial. However, opinions were split regarding the perceived effectiveness of such tools, one par-

ticipant feeling particularly positive about these tools’ high performance (over 90% accuracy)

while another participant commented on the fact that they did not show perfect accuracy in

performance.
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“The tools we use are moving us away from having to view them as much and we tend to
focus more on the technical side of things. While we would still view them, it is sort of inciden-
tal to what we are doing in a way because what we have now are a lot of tools that can do the
categorization of the images for us which is great because you do not have to weave through
hundreds of thousands of images that you have seen time and time again. You can ignore
these and just concentrate on the images that have not been done. It does take a lot of that
away from us which is great.” (Digital forensics technician)

“We can only send out [to contractors] all the fraud or anything that is not indecent but any-
thing sexual we have to do it ourselves which then you think ‘Actually I quite like to have the
option of doing a fraud job rather than have to worry about this but if all you can do is illicit
images of children, just extreme pornography. . .’. It would just be nice if they provide you
with a break away from it to do something else.” (Digital forensics technician)

“They are now developing artificial intelligence categorisations which is amazing! One of the
tools we were looking at was 92% correct on categorisation of an image or video which is fan-
tastic. It is better than what we do haha. I think you know, anything we can do to minimise
the distress.” (Digital forensics technician)

“There is new software coming which is looking at machine learning and trying to get comput-
ers to do it for you [e.g. classification of indecent images of children] but I do not think it will
ever be 100% machines. There always has to be some human outside because machines get it
wrong still quite a lot of the time.” (Manager)

Rationale for doing the job. Participants discussed the importance of feeling that they are

making a difference in the world by helping with the prosecution and conviction of offenders.

Discovering that their investigation contributed to an appropriate sentence being given to per-

petrators in court helped to give the participants meaning, closure and a justification for hav-

ing viewed the material, particularly when working on live cases, where there is often an

immediate outcome. Conversely, not having information about the case outcome or a sentenc-

ing that was perceived to be inappropriate to the offence committed was found to be

demotivating.

“Immediately when they go to court, if I did not go with them, they will come back and tell me
what the result was and I think it is great reinforcement for what you do, definitely!” (Digital
forensics technician)

“You work on something from 6 months ago and you might not hear back from it for a year or
two. . .You might not hear back at all and so you feel like that although you know that is part
of the job, you feel you are being subjected to these images but with no real understanding of
what contribution you have had.” (Digital forensics technician)

Social support. Having supportive colleagues provided opportunities to share feelings

and experiences and offered companionship. This sharing then translated into the participants

taking active steps in shielding each other from the distress that can be induced by the material.

For example, participants would offer to swap cases that might be too stressful for another col-

league due to their personal circumstances. Also, participants worked on developing their

skills in order to improve coping. For example, one participant took a course in mental health

in order to better support themselves and their colleagues.
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“What we tend to do is look out for each other [. . .]. So, if we pick up a job that is going to be
upsetting then we will swap jobs, or I will just say ‘Give me that job’. If my colleague gets a
case and says, ‘These children are the same age as mine’ I would grab the folder and quickly
look and say, ‘Do not worry about that, I will do this one’. Obviously you try to protect each
other.” (Digital forensics technician)

“Because I do not get too stressed out about it then I think that maybe I would rather do it
than someone who would get stressed out by it.” (Digital forensics technician)

Resilience. An individual’s ability to cope with viewing distressing material was also con-

sidered to be an important factor. This related to their innate ability to be resilient, and appro-

priate staff selection procedures that may be able to assess individuals’ resilience to this specific

type of work. Furthermore, this could help to establish their willingness to work with distress-

ing material, and to develop organisational training methods intended to promote resilience.

Resilience was not perceived to be an impenetrable force, but rather influenced by repeated

exposure to distressing material and by current and old (e.g. history of abuse) events in the

participants’ personal lives. Regarding resilience training, the participants noted that this type

of training was not part of their preparation. However, participants were strongly in favour of

receiving such training.

“They should offer pre-training before you actually deal with indecent images as well. That is
something they do not offer. You just dive in and do the job [. . .]. There is training for what I
do, for my job analysis side, but there is no training on how to view and manage the indecent
images. I think that is something they could do.” (Digital forensics technician)

“There is a new trend emerging of officers who have never done this type of work and never
wanted to do this type of work being drafted into this unit to do work that involves being
immediately exposed to images. [. . .] I think it is a ticking bomb.” (Detective)

“People have, in my experience, become vulnerable at different times and places. When you
become vulnerable because of your own circumstances that is not necessarily a good time to be
looking at this. If someone has just been divorced for instance, they are vulnerable. If they
have just had a death in the family, they are vulnerable.” (Manager)

Discussion

LEP need to view potentially disturbing material as part of their cases. However, there is lim-

ited research examining LEP’s perceptions and experiences of working with such material.

This study attempts to address this gap in knowledge, by examining UK LEP’s experiences

with viewing distressing evidence. We provide information about their reactions to viewing

distressing material, the impact of exposure, factors modulating their coping in this job

together with recommendations aimed to facilitate their well-being.

Depictions of violence, the victims’ displays of emotions, features personally relevant to

LEP, norm violations and the medium of the material strongly modulated LEP’s affective

responses. These factors were also reported by other members of LE exposed to distressing

material [6–10, 14] and are corroborated by empirical research [36–45], suggesting the results

are generalizable. In line with previous research in law enforcement [6–10, 14, 46], LEP’s initial

reaction to this material was one of distress. This manifested in short-term emotional and

physical responses of shock and disgust. Over time, viewing distressing material was associated

with reports of STS symptoms such as intrusive images and thoughts, flashbacks and
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nightmares. Additionally, more general changes were also reported such as a developed over-

protectiveness of children and paranoia. While a few LEP reported longer lasting effects of

exposure to distressing material, some reported mild and transient symptoms, indicating wide

variation in the severity of symptoms reported. Although in our study we did not aim to mea-

sure levels of STS, these results mirror PTSD research which found that most people who are

exposed to a traumatic event will not go on to develop long term psychopathology and, in

those who develop PTSD, around half of them will recover within a year without professional

help [47–49].

Looking at reasons behind this variation in the severity of the symptoms reported, it is pos-

sible that at the time of assessment LEP experienced different levels of desensitisation when

viewing distressing material. Assuming that desensitisation is curvilinear [50–52], it is likely

members of LE who reported being more affected did not yet reach a functional level of desen-

sitisation. However, the role of desensitisation, if any, in protecting LEP from developing STS

symptoms is yet to be investigated. In the meantime, literature suggests a more linear relation-

ship between the frequency [28] and duration [53] of exposure to distressing material, and its

subsequent impact on LEP’s STS symptoms. Also, there is evidence that desensitisation

impacts on a person’s general well-being, leading to greater tolerance [54] and enjoyment [55]

of violence and impaired interpersonal relationships [56, 57]. A few of the LEP in our study

showed concerns regarding these effects and worried that desensitisation will lead to changes

in their “moral compass”. These fears were also discussed in Powell et al. [9] in relation to

members of LE having developed an “un-empathetic and flippant attitude” because of having

viewed distressing material.

At the agency level, efforts to reduce LEP’s exposure to distressing material and workload

manifested through the introduction of technological tools aiding members of LE in their

investigations. LEP used hash-based technology which automatically processed CSAM by

comparing it to existing databases of previously identified CSAM. This technology is widely

used in different units across the world [58]. In the UK, members of LE rely on their own per-

sonal database, the Child Abuse Image Database [59], in combination with access to larger

international databases such as the Interpol Child Sexual Exploitation Image database [60].

Although in early stages, recently, UK law enforcement agencies started implementing tools

using machine learning that can automatically identify and categorise CSAM according to the

UK grading system [61]. To our knowledge, the UK is the first country to use such an

advanced image analysis tool that is also tailored to classifying CSAM according to its legisla-

tion. In contrast, the other tools available on the market use more low-level techniques of iden-

tifying CSAM and are prone to high numbers of false alarms [62]. However, introducing these

tools is unlikely to solve the problem of reducing LEP’s exposure to other types of distressing

material, which may also induce trauma symptoms. To our knowledge, technology able to

identify other types of distressing material is not currently used within law enforcement

organisations.

Apart from technological tools, LEP’s exposure to this material was modulated by organisa-

tional policies. For example, in some units, separate spaces were created for analysing poten-

tially distressing material. Also, members of LE had daily limits on the length of time they were

required to examine distressing material. Furthermore, LEP engaged in compulsory rotations,

a practice which has also been observed in law enforcement units in countries such as Canada

and the USA [14]. While previous research [14] is vague on the specifics of these rotations, the

LEP in our study were required to move across units. This procedure modulated LEP’s fre-

quency of exposure to CSAM due to the focus of specific units on only working child sexual

abuse cases, while other units worked a mix of cases. Although overexposure to CSAM can eas-

ily occur in the child sexual abuse investigations units, it is also likely to happen in other units
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due to organisational procedures developed in response to workload, which required members

of LE to send non-child sexual abuse cases to contractors, leaving them frequently having to

work child sexual abuse cases themselves. LEP perceived working a mix of cases to be less emo-

tionally taxing than being overexposed to CSAM due to only working child sexual abuse cases.

This opinion is in line with research showing that frequency of exposure to distressing material

was directly linked to STS symptoms [28], pointing towards the potential mental health conse-

quences prompted by these organisational procedures.

To shift their focus, LEP’s coping strategies when viewing distressing material included

mental preparation, shutting off their emotions, positive reappraisal and denial. The use of

dark humour and talking were among the other strategies used, although these were not neces-

sarily uniquely tied to the moments when LEP viewed the material. While these strategies were

previously mentioned by members of LE in other studies [6–10, 14, 46], they are not an indica-

tor of effective coping, and may lead to different outcomes when it comes to LEP’s well-being.

Positive reappraisal has previously been associated with fewer STS symptoms in members of

LE [28], insurance claims workers [63] and trauma responders [64]. Similarly, shutting off

one’s emotions, a form of emotional detachment, was shown to lead to reduced emotional

responses to distressing material [65]. Also, talking about distressing experiences may amelio-

rate the negative effects of trauma [66]. LEP often disclosed being able to comfortably talk

about their experiences with colleagues, with whom they shared similar experiences, given

they could not share these experiences with family and friends. These opinions are in line with

research which showed that talking about traumatic experiences with family, friends outside of

work [67] or supervisors [68] does not have an impact on professionals’ PTSD symptoms.

Rather, only moderate levels of such talk with co-workers was found to ameliorate the effects

of trauma in LEP, this being mediated by the ease of talking about traumatic experiences [68].

In contrast, coping through denial [28] and dark humour [69] were associated with worse STS

scores. The use of maladaptive coping strategies such as denial suggest a lack of knowledge in

regard to the usefulness of different viewing strategies, which itself is possibly fuelled by the

absence of resilience training in LEP’s curriculum. Interestingly, in our study denial was only

mentioned by female members of LE, suggesting there may be a gender difference in the cop-

ing strategies used when viewing distressing material. However, general research within law

enforcement and stress does not seem to indicate there is a gender difference in LEP’s engage-

ment in maladaptive coping strategies [70, 71].

Looking at other factors safeguarding LEP’s well-being, having a sense of satisfaction about

one’s job, and being able to detach from work while off duty were considered as protective fac-

tors for professionals exposed to trauma [72, 73]. Engaging in activities such as yoga and medi-

tation is believed to have the capacity to encourage emotional self-awareness [74, 75], which

may ameliorate STS symptoms [76]. Self-care approaches such as physical exercise and healthy

nutrition are also seen as protective in the development and management of STS symptoms

[77–82], although research suggests they do not contribute to mitigating these symptoms [28,

83]. This is possibly because these activities are not able to single-handedly combat STS but

rather act by boosting the efficacy of other procedures [84]. LEP in this study and in previous

studies [6, 8, 9, 14] talked about these factors in relation to their lives, indicating awareness of

the role and impact they have on their resilience. Unfortunately, having this awareness does

not necessarily equate with actual engagement in self-care activities [83].

Social support was another important factor in LEP’s well-being. This view is supported by

research which found social support decreases STS symptoms in members of LE [27, 28] and

is concurred by other LEP’s reports [6, 8, 9, 14] and by psychological models of resilience [72,

73]. For the LEP in this study, social support included the formal support offered by manage-

ment and during therapy and informal peer support. Apart from relying on their colleagues
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when expressing emotions associated with viewing distressing material, LEP also supported

each other in the form of swapping cases perceived to be personally distressing. At the organi-

sational level, the need to receive tangible support through specific procedures to assist LEP

was vital when reporting difficulty with viewing distressing material. This is especially impor-

tant considering that self-reported difficulty shows a strong association with STS symptoms

[27, 28]. Apart from tangible support, feeling supported and understood by their organisation

was of great value to LEP. Interestingly, research indicates that perceived social support rather

than the actual social support received plays a bigger role in relation to PTSD symptoms [85].

Within law enforcement, the level of perceived organisational support may potentially serve as

a mitigating factor in the aftermath of trauma [86, 87]. LEP in our study displayed ambivalence

about the support they were receiving from their organisations. Having management that pos-

sess an understanding of LEP’s struggles, and in particular an ability to express this under-

standing, created feelings of support in members of LE. In contrast, organisational changes

limiting access to psychological support possibly contributed to LEP viewing their organisa-

tion as unsupportive.

A sense of feeling supported and understood was also important in the context of psycho-

logical interventions. While LEP in this study perceived psychological interventions as contrib-

uting to their well-being, a view in line with some other members of LE [6, 88], it is not an

opinion universally held within the law enforcement literature. The reason behind these dis-

crepancies may be due to differences in the perceived competency and understanding of the

psychologists regarding the challenges and the nature of the material LEP view [14, 32].

Research points to the importance of making people feel understood during therapy, showing

that perceived understanding during psychotherapy promotes clients’ satisfaction with therapy

and increases treatment compliance [89, 90]. However, as a psychotherapy technique, making

people feel deeply understood and supported (i.e. supportive counselling) seems to be less

effective in reducing the symptoms associated with trauma, in comparison to Cognitive Beha-

vioural Therapy [91]. Along the same lines, the use of exposure-based therapy and cognitive

restructuring were found to lead to fewer symptoms of trauma in members of LE diagnosed

with PTSD [92].

Discussions of social support are incomplete without considering the role of stigma. Police

culture may discourage open expressions of vulnerability [32], admitting distress being seen

by LEP as being able to potentially damage their reputation [93]. Stigma may thus stop mem-

bers of LE from sharing their struggles, impacting on the support they receive. For example,

stigma may influence LEP’s level of engagement with support services such as psychological

interventions [32, 94]. Indeed, in a qualitative study, mental illness stigma was linked to

decreased help-seeking and decreased resilience [95]. These issues were also voiced by LEP in

our study, suggesting stigma may also have had an influence on their well-being.

Practical recommendations

Our findings brought to attention two main areas of improvement that, if tackled, may better

assist members of LE in working with distressing material. These appeal to improving personal

resilience through training and to facilitating support in the workplace by addressing the orga-

nisation’s culture.

Training. LEP developed their coping strategies through trial and error, not having been

offered any resilience training. As observed through LEP’s coping strategies, this absence of

training may lead to the development of unhealthy coping strategies such as denial, alcohol

consumption [28] etc. These maladaptive strategies may consequently have an impact on their

personal well-being by affecting LEP’s mental health [28] and may also impact the organisation
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by influencing LEP’s turnover intentions [8]. Considering the potential impact of developing

unhealthy coping strategies together with the registered changes in LEP’s access to support ser-

vices, the need for supporting members of LE in developing effective coping strategies is

strongly justified.

One potential area of training could be to focus on the development of cognitive reap-

praisal, a strategy which involves altering the way one thinks about a stimulus [96] in order to

change its affective impact [97]. As illustrated by Fitzgerald et al. [98], this technique may have

a protective effect in the development of PTSD symptoms. In their study, the researchers dis-

covered that military veterans showing a deficiency in reappraisal also showed more overall

PTSD symptoms. Similarly, in the context of viewing possibly traumatising material, positive

reappraisal was found to be negatively associated with PTSD symptoms in adolescents exposed

to media depicting a terrorist attack [99]. Along the same lines, cognitive reappraisal was asso-

ciated with lesser total PTSD severity and greater positive affect [100], lower depression and

lower state and trait anxiety [101], fewer subsequent trauma-related intrusions [102], and

more effective down regulation of negative emotions [103].

Training may also focus on the development of mindfulness, a technique characterised by a

focus on experiencing present-moment awareness of one’s thoughts, emotions and other expe-

riences in the moment without attempts to suppress, judge or emotionally react to any stimuli

[104, 105]. The role of mindfulness in mental well-being is illustrated by research showing that

individuals with higher levels of mindfulness experience fewer PTSD and depression symp-

toms [106–109]. Mindfulness can be developed through mindfulness-based interventions such

as Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction [105], Mindfulness Based Cognitive Therapy [110] etc.

Among other things, these interventions have been associated with lowered negative affect

[111, 112], less mind wandering [113–115] and increases in positive affect [111, 112]. Also,

these techniques were linked to a reduction in the symptoms of depression and anxiety of both

healthy [116–118] and people diagnosed with a mental health disorder [117, 119–122]. In the

context of PTSD, individuals completing mindfulness-based interventions showed reductions

in PTSD symptoms and an improvement in quality of life [123, 124].

LEP’s knowledge on the topic of resilience to trauma may also be enhanced through various

materials. Resource materials such as ‘Trauma Stewardship: An Everyday Guide to Caring for

Self While Caring for Others’ [125], ‘Help for the Helper: Self-Care Strategies for Managing

Burnout and Stress’ [126] or ‘The Compassion Fatigue Workbook: Creative Tools for Trans-

forming Compassion Fatigue and Vicarious Traumatization’ [127] may provide members of

LE with information about self-care. Furthermore, LEP may access resources provided by pro-

grams such as the Supportive Heroes in Mental Health Foundational Training [128] who sup-

ply materials tailored to assist law enforcement professionals exposed to distressing material.

Training should also focus on educating members of LE about how to identify and manage

signs and symptoms of STS. This is relevant considering that LEP in our study described diffi-

culty in self identifying symptoms of trauma. An example of such training is the “Certified

Compassion Fatigue Specialist Training” [129] which was developed to improve an individu-

al’s understanding and competency to identify and manage their own STS. The efficacy of this

programme was proven on a sample of mental health professionals who completed this train-

ing and showed a significant decrease in STS scores [129].

Organisational culture. An organisation’s culture affects the way in which its employees

think, make decisions and ultimately the way in which they perceive information, feel and act

[130]. Thus, by addressing the organisation’s culture, we can tackle multiple aspects identified

to play a role in LEP’s well-being. For example, creating a culture of wellness which normalizes

mental health difficulties and improves mental health literacy may tackle mental health stigma

and encourage members of LE to seek professional help [131]. Looking at the role of

PLOS ONE Law enforcement professionals and distressing material

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0242808 November 25, 2020 20 / 28

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0242808


organisational culture in relation to interpersonal relationships in the workplace, promoting a

culture of transformational leadership within teams encourages the development of trust

among team members [132] and increases levels of team cohesion [133]. This is of relevance

considering LEP’s reliance on their colleagues for support.

Organisational culture is also important when considering policies. As we have seen, LEP

identified drawbacks and suggested improvements in a range of practices such as rotations,

handing cases, support services and employee recruitment. While we have no information

regarding the processes which led to decisions regarding these procedures, we feel it is impor-

tant to emphasise that a culture promoting employee involvement in making decisions about

organisational changes is essential for the successful implementation of change [134–136].

This is because including employees in the decision making process allows them to solve prob-

lems that matter to them within the organisation, builds participation, transparency, trust and

commitment to the proposed changes [137].

Directions for future research

Considering that in this study and in previous empirical studies [36–45] similar imagery fea-

tures have been identified to lead to heightened emotional responses, a potential research ave-

nue would be to investigate how these features could be manipulated with the scope of

reducing LEP’s negative affect. Also, since LEP were at risk of being overexposed to distressing

material, research should look at whether the efficacy of coping strategies and mitigating fac-

tors may be outweighed by a certain amount of exposure.

Limitations

Although the LEP in this study worked in the same police agency, they had different roles and

the time working in their current roles ranged from 1 year to more than 4 years. However, all

LEP viewed distressing material as part of their jobs, making their experiences valuable to this

study. Also, when it came to their direct experiences with viewing distressing material, these

experiences were similar regardless of LEP’s role. Differences in experiences were only evi-

denced in relation to organisational procedures that varied depending on LEP’s job title. More

specifically, only digital forensic technicians were required to engage in rotations, making this

experience unique to them and to the managers who had new subordinates at every rotation.

Given the possible stigma surrounding admitting any sign of weakness within police environ-

ments, LEP may have been selective in aspects of their experiences that they decided to dis-

close. The level of disclosure may also have been driven by the interviewer’s gender and age

[138] and by the fact that the researcher was an “outsider” to the police world. However, gener-

ally LEP appeared to be comfortable and open during the interviews. Also, the interviewer’s

gender may have in fact facilitated LEP’s disclosure of personal matters due to women being

perceived to be more interested in one’s personal and emotional experiences [139].

Conclusion

This paper articulates British LEP’s perceptions and experiences of working with distressing

material from both a therapeutic and occupational safety perspective. LEP’s reported impact of

viewing distressing material, the features of the material found to elicit strong affective

responses, their coping strategies and the personal factors identified to mitigate the effects of

viewing distressing material were similar to those reported in previous studies of law enforce-

ment [6, 8–10, 14, 32] uniting them in their experiences. However, since these experiences

were also modelled by LEP’s agencies, the unique contribution of this study is to provide

insight into the impact of specific organisational procedures on LEP’s experiences. On one
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hand the organisation actively worked towards reducing LEP’s exposure to distressing material

by investing in the introduction of new technological tools to assist members of LE in their

investigations, creating separate spaces for viewing evidence and limiting the length of time

LEP were allowed to view such evidence. On the other hand, they increased LEP’s exposure to

distressing content through organisational procedures such as rotations and sending non-

child sexual abuse cases to contractors and altered LEP’s access to support services. These pro-

cedures were driven by factors such as workload and funding, revealing the complex and con-

tentious nature associated with making decisions regarding these aspects. Nevertheless, these

policies were significant in their potential impact on LEP’s mental health. We hope the find-

ings and recommendations which emerged from this study will further assist LEP’s well-being.
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