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Research into how viewing indecent images of children affects police wellness and wellbeing
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My interest in this research area examining the personal impact of crimes against children stemmed
from my time as a DCI in the public protection unit. At that time, | was the force lead for child sexual
exploitation (CSE), and our understanding of the investigative complexities surrounding these
crimes were less well researched and less well understood.

I managed our Paedophile Online Investigation Team (POLIT) and Local Safeguarding Teams
(LSTs), and was also the force lead for the largest paedophile operation that Devon and Cornwall
Police have ever run. All of this meant a lot of interaction with staff whose job it was to view
indecent images of children (IIOC) on a regular basis.

Sadly, this was a growth area because of the explosion in internet technology and internet-enabled
applications. This inevitably meant that someone from a law enforcement perspective would have
to view images that could be extremely distressing. At this time, the Child Abuse Identification
Database (CAID) was very much in its infancy. This led to a relatively small number of staff viewing
huge volumes of distressing content.

| was acutely aware that, because of the sheer volume of what was being discovered, these
investigations were no longer being held by specialists. Increasingly, officers were investigating
these crimes with little or no specialist training or insights into the levels of safeguarding required.

This was very much in the midst of austerity, with reduced staffing numbers and budgets. A greater
understanding of investigator wellness and wellbeing was required if we were to sustain our
commitment to investigating this tide of abuse. | wanted to build a greater understanding of the
potential impact of viewing these distressing images, as well as the effect on investigators
themselves.
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Initially, | set about trying to identify what research was available locally, regionally, nationally and
internationally. | was surprised to find that very little research regarding investigator wellbeing
existed in this bespoke area. As a result, | decided to design a questionnaire to be used among
investigators, with the hope that a better understanding would improve police wellbeing responses
for staff viewing I1OC.

The findings

¢ Officers and staff with experience of internet child exploitation (ICE) work reported negative
measures of self-reported wellbeing.

The findings indicated that 49% of investigators viewing 11OC felt that the work had a negative
impact on their life away from work. Furthermore, 24% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed
that the stress of viewing 110C reduced their productivity at work, and 23% agreed or strongly
agreed that they had harmful intrusive thoughts concerning IIOC investigations when not at work.
Interestingly, less evidence (18%) was found to support investigators wanting to change their role
within the police.

Therefore, it seems clear that staff experiencing ICE work reported negative consequences on their
wellbeing. These findings support the limited available literature, which indicates that a proportion
of investigators exposed to ICE work may suffer detrimental effects to their wellbeing (for example,
Brady, 2017; Wortley et al, 2014; Perez et al, 2010).

e Officers and staff with experience of ICE work report taking sick leave, or other forms of leave,
to help them cope with the impact of viewing [1OC.

There is clear evidence that viewing IIOC can result in medical symptoms that are likely to
necessitate investigators taking sick leave as respite from their work. Wortley et al (2014) found
that a proportion of ICE staff reported a clinically significant post-traumatic stress profile. Perez et al
(2010) reported that over 30% of ICE investigators developed symptoms of secondary traumatic
stress disorder (STSD).
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ICE investigators are at increased risk of developing STSD and burnout (Bourke and Craun, 2014;
Burns et al, 2008; Sprang et al, 2011). These can result in a variety of negative individual and
organisational outcomes, including depression and anxiety, both often leading to sickness absence,
as well as increased rates of absenteeism and staff turnover (Bourke and Craun, 2014; Pryce et al,
2007; Travis et al, 2015).

Despite work to identify negative impacts on ICE investigators, there is limited literature indicating
how this transfers into workplace absenteeism.

In my study, it was identified that 5% of staff reported that viewing IIOC had contributed to them
taking sick leave. In addition, 4% reported seeking medical help to deal with the effects that they
felt resulted from viewing I1OC. While these are relatively small percentages, the impact on
individual wellbeing may well be significant. Furthermore, if these impacts were scaled up to a
regional or national level, the organisational impact is increased, as is the potential ability of law
enforcement agencies to effectively deal with this abuse.

Powell et al (2014, p 555) have noted that ‘stressors place physical, psychological and social
restrictions on investigative capacity’. This has clear implications on the implicit reduction of
individual and organisational capacity. Wolak and Mitchell (2009, p 11) have also highlighted this
issue:

The wellbeing of personnel who investigate child pornography cases is a matter of
concern, not just for compassionate reasons, but also because unrelieved stress can
reduce productivity and retention of the specialised and highly trained staff who
investigate these crimes.

To properly understand organisational wellbeing, it is vital to have accurate records regarding
absenteeism. However, if employees take a form of leave such as annual leave when in reality they
are unwell, or take re-rostered rest days instead of taking sickness leave, this masks the problem. It
also restricts our ability to deal with the early onset of problems such as PTSD or symptomatic
depression.

This has been termed as ‘leavism’. Hesketh and Cooper (2017, p 58) have found that ‘leavism
undoubtedly and significantly skews the true picture of workforce wellbeing’. A recent study by
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Houdmont and Elliott-Davies (2017) identified that leavism is a significant issue facing UK policing.
The authors reported that 42% of officers developing adverse psychological health symptoms had,
on one or more occasion, taken annual leave or rest days when they should have taken sick leave.

The findings of my study support the emerging picture regarding policing and leavism. In all, 12% of
respondents reported taking another form of leave as a coping mechanism to deal with viewing
I10C, as they didn’t want to take sick leave. There are a number of consequences to this. It is
harder to identify issues and gain investment to facilitate wellbeing interventions, and it may also
have a detrimental effect on individuals. For example, if an individual uses up leave when they
should be sick, this means they cannot take annual leave at other times to recuperate.

Additionally, the cause of the sickness may never be addressed, and so symptoms are likely to
return. This has a negative impact on wellness and, in the long term, it is likely to increase
absenteeism and reduce organisational productivity. A reduced staffing wellness profile might lead
to reduced quality of service and a reduction in organisational ability to protect the most vulnerable
in our society.

Recommendations

1. Allinvestigators in specialised ICE departments, or those investigating ICE crime, should receive
counselling support, as well as some form of psychological assessment, to identify any issues
harmful to their wellbeing.

2. All staff and supervisors involved in ICE work should receive bespoke training that covers
technical elements of the work and outlines coping strategies to facilitate dealing with negative
emotions, as well as IIOC viewing strategies. Supervisors should have additional training in
mental health first aid.

3. General workload stressors should be reduced, including a particular focus on the management
of workload, access to resources and partner agency engagement. Workload should be
managed so that investigators do not carry caseloads entirely or largely consisting of those
indicators known to be the most detrimental to investigator wellbeing. Senior officers should
have a clear strategic vision on this matter and should clearly articulate how they value the
officers and staff that complete this work.
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4. Officers and staff involved with ICE investigations should have access to a programme to raise
awareness of their wellbeing, with a clear focus on key elements, such as their mental health
and the importance of physical exercise and a healthy work-life balance.

5. Organisations should focus efforts on strength-based and ergonomically suitable working
environments. A culture should be promoted whereby informal and formal social support
mechanisms are encouraged within an open environment. The discussion of wellbeing issues
should be seen as a sign of strength, not weakness.

6. ICE investigators should have access to the technology that enables them to complete their
work. Technological limitations can contribute to reduced employee wellbeing (Wortley et al,
2014). In the technologically dynamic arena of ICE investigation, access to the right technology
is key not only to wellbeing, but also to identifying perpetrators in a timely manner.

The impact of the research

| was very lucky to receive support from my force to improve conditions for officers and staff
viewing IIOC. First, | wrote a paper for the force business board highlighting what | had identified,
with recommendations for wellbeing-inspired change. These recommendations were accepted. |
organised a multi-departmental group of key individuals, who were tasked to implement the
recommendations across the force area.

| was able to recruit committed and passionate people to this group, who were able to facilitate the
wellbeing-based change needed. Over the course of 12 months, the group met regularly to
implement the recommendations and reflect on how these new measures were having an impact.

A booklet was produced for all officers and staff viewing 11OC as part of their role. This highlighted
viewing and coping strategies, and also gave advice and guidance regarding some of the more
technical elements of ICE investigation.

Training inputs and advice regarding wellbeing were included in detective training programmes, and
privacy screen filters were added to bespoke monitors that were used to view [IOC in open-office
environments. This enabled staff to be in contact with colleagues while viewing I1OC, while ensuring
that no-one else viewed the images at the same time.
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This improved the ergonomics of the social space in which the ICE staff operated. Psychological
screening assessments were promoted among ICE investigators, staff and supervisors. IT
equipment was adjusted to equip investigators with the tools they needed to do the job, reducing
stress and frustration. Senior officers recognised the potential negative impact of viewing 110C and
provided key messages recognising this to staff and officers.

Conclusion

My work and this study provided evidence that viewing IIOC and taking part in ICE investigations
can have a negative impact on wellbeing for some police officers and staff. The severity and
volume of exposure can be extreme and appears to be increasing. This could result in greater harm
to the officers and staff involved.

Police officers and staff have reported that the impact of viewing 11OC had required them to seek
medical interventions, and this was most acute when bespoke wellbeing support had not been
provided. Officers and staff also took forms of leave other than sick leave when they were mentally
or physically unwell. To continue to safeguard the most vulnerable in our society, we must look
after the people protecting them.

The wellbeing of staff involved in the traumatic and complicated work of ICE investigation, both
specialist and non-specialist, must continue to be a priority for law enforcement organisations
moving forwards if they are to successfully achieve their safeguarding mission.

References

Bourke ML and Craun SW. (2014). 'Coping with secondary traumatic stress: differences between
UK and US child exploitation personnel'. Traumatology: An International Journal, 20(1), pp 57-64.

Brady PQ. (2017). 'Crimes against caring: exploring the risk of secondary traumatic stress, burnout
and compassion satisfaction among child exploitation investigators'. Journal of Police and Criminal
Psychology, 32(4), pp 305-318.

Burns CM, Morley J, Bradshaw R and Domene J. (2008). 'The emotional impact on and coping
strategies by police teams investigating internet child exploitation'. Traumatology, 14(2), pp 20-31.

https.//production.copweb.aws.college.police.uk/article/dealing-personal -
- . . . Page 6
impact-crimes-agai nst-children



https://production.copweb.aws.college.police.uk/article/dealing-personal-impact-crimes-against-children
https://production.copweb.aws.college.police.uk/article/dealing-personal-impact-crimes-against-children

21/06/2026 Dealing with the personal impact of crimes against children

Hesketh | and Cooper CL. (2017). 'Managing Health and Wellbeing in the Public Sector: A Guide to
Best Practice'. London: Routledge.

Houdmont J and Elliott-Davies M. (2017). 'Officer Demand, Capacity and Welfare Survey:

Absence Behaviours'. Police Federation of England and Wales.

Perez LM, Jones J, Englert DR and Sachau D. (2010). 'Secondary traumatic stress and burnout
among law enforcement investigators exposed to disturbing media images'. Journal of Police and
Criminal Psychology, 25(2), pp 113-124.

Powell MB, Cassematis P, Benson MS, Smallbone S and Wortley R. (2014). 'Police officers’
perceptions of the challenges involved in internet child exploitation investigation'. Policing: An
International Journal of Police Strategies and Management, 37(3), pp 543-557.

Ralph, N (2017). 'Impact of Viewing Indecent Images of Children on Police Wellness and

Wellbeing'. MSC Thesis in Police Leadership and Management, University of Warwick Business
School.

Sprang G, Craig C and Clark J. (2011). 'Secondary traumatic stress and burnout in child welfare
workers: a comparative analysis of occupational distress across professional groups'. Child
Welfare, 90(6), pp 149-155.

Travis DJ, Lizano EL and Barak MEM. (2015). 'I'm so stressed!: a longitudinal model of stress,

burnout and engagement among social workers in child welfare settings'. British Journal of
Social Work, 46(4), pp 1076-1095.

Wolak J and Mitchell KJ. (2009). 'Work exposure to child pornography in ICAC task forces and
affiliates'. Durham, NH: Crimes Against Children Research Center, University of New Hampshire.

Wortley R, Smallbone S, Powell M and Cassematis P. (2014). 'Understanding and Managing the

Occupational Health Impacts on Investigators of Internet Child Exploitation'. Griffith University

and Deakin University.

e If you would like to find out more about the welfare support offered by the National Police
Wellbeing Service, go to Oscar Kilo
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