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Abstract
Police working in sexual assault and child abuse investigation may be at risk of secondary trauma effects and burnout, par-
ticularly if they do not have protective mechanisms in place. Empathy has shown to be vital in protecting against secondary 
trauma and burnout, as well as enhancing compassion satisfaction. The current cross-sectional study surveyed 216 Australian 
police participants working in sexual assault and child abuse investigation exploring the relationship between different facets 
of empathy and professional quality of life factors. All facets of empathy predicted compassion satisfaction and negatively 
predicted burnout. Aspects of cognitive empathy negatively predicted burnout and secondary traumatic stress, while aspects 
of emotional/physiological and cognitive empathy positively predicted compassion satisfaction. Novel gender differences 
were found, with males at higher risk of burnout; tenure significantly predicted burnout and secondary traumatic stress; and 
results supported that empathy is a vital mechanism for sustaining wellbeing, satisfaction, and efficacy in this work.
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There is a large body of research which has found that police 
working in child abuse and sexual assault investigation are at 
higher risk for the development of poor mental health out-
comes as a result of burnout and secondary trauma (Ahern 
et al. 2016; Parkes et al. 2018). For those who work in these 
crime themes, an increased psychological risk may result in 
impairment or their ability to function effectively (MacEachern 
et al. 2011; Parkes et al. 2018; Sprang et al. 2011). However, 
research into protective factors (Powell et al. 2014b; Tomyn 
et al. 2015) has found there are effective strategies which 
enable those in high-risk professions to mitigate these risks. 
Empathy has been proposed as a predictive mechanism in 
high-risk helping professions; however, the research is incon-
clusive as to whether it is a protective or risk factor (Beagley 

et al. 2018; Wagaman et al. 2015). The current study provides 
a novel investigation into the relationship between empathy 
and professional quality of life factors: secondary traumatic 
stress (STS); burnout; and compassion satisfaction, within a 
police population investigating sexual assault and child abuse. 
The study aims to expand on Wagaman et al. (2015) research, 
which found that empathy constructs were positively related 
to compassion satisfaction, and negatively related to STS and 
burnout, by assessing their model in a police population.

The Nature of Sexual Assault and Child 
Abuse Investigation

The large number of vulnerable victims and resulting case-
loads, grotesque themes, repetitive exposure to victims’ 
trauma accounts, and long working hours associated with 
child abuse and sexual assault investigation are all contrib-
uting factors that compromise police wellbeing (Oxburgh 
et al. 2015; Wright et al. 2006). In addition, investigative 
teams involved in this work are required to view graphic 
images and videos of victims, including young children, 
being sexually exploited through assault and torture in 
efforts to identify these victims as well as locate perpetrators 
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(Burns et al. 2008). Studies have found that individuals 
involved in this work may be at higher risk for experiencing 
secondary traumatic stress (STS) (Burns et al. 2008; Perez 
et al. 2010), and that consistent exposure has a cumulative 
effect (Marshall 2006).

Investigations involving child sexual exploitation, sexual 
abuse, and violence are generally protracted, taking many 
months or years before they come to trial, delaying the expe-
rience of practitioner fulfilment and ultimately reducing 
work satisfaction (Tomyn et al. 2015). The difficulty of the 
work is often further complicated by victim resistance, hos-
tility, and non-compliance (Ahern et al. 2016). The potential 
for negative community perceptions due to high prevalence 
of poor court outcomes and sentences has also shown to 
influence adverse wellbeing outcomes for police investigat-
ing these crimes (Powell et al. 2014a; Wright et al. 2006). 
As such, the effects of poor wellbeing can have a significant 
propensity to impair work performance, which for police 
could result in compromised service and support to victims, 
ultimately impacting on the quality of work by investigators.

Professional Quality of Life

Professional quality of life can be conceptualised as a bal-
ance between compassion satisfaction and compassion 
fatigue. Compassion satisfaction is described as the pleas-
ure one derives from helping others through the work one 
does, whether it be with people who need care or for the 
greater good of society (Stamm 2010). In contrast, compas-
sion fatigue is described as the negative impact one experi-
ences from helping individuals who are suffering as a result 
of their experience of a traumatic event (Pehlivan and 
Guner 2018). Compassion fatigue can be further broken 
down into the subscales of STS and burnout (Stamm 2010; 
Pehlivan and Guner 2018). STS is defined as the impact of 
one’s secondary exposure (through reading or listening) to 
another’s extremely stressful experiences (Stamm 2010). 
Burnout is associated with exhaustion, cynicism, and inef-
fectiveness in one’s work (McCormack and Cotter 2013). 
Research into compassion fatigue (common in nursing, 
caregiving, and other frontline roles) has shown that it 
can develop in the context of those relationships where 
empathy occurs in the act of providing care for another 
(Figley 1995, 2002; Pehlivan and Guner 2018). Research 
has also shown moderate to high levels of compassion 
fatigue in those working with sexual offence perpetrators, 
including symptoms of intrusion, avoidance, and hypera-
rousal (Steed and Bicknell 2001). Furthermore, police 
working in child sexual exploitation investigation showed 
low compassion satisfaction and high STS and burnout 
(Brady 2017). Conversely, police working in general duties 
have reflected relatively low composite compassion fatigue 

scores (Agelidis 2020; Grant et al. 2019), which may be 
indicative of their shorter involvement with victims.

Influencing Socio‑demographic Factors

Tenure

Evidence suggests that length of time working in these high-
risk themes may be a predictor of compassion fatigue. A 
study on therapists working with sexual offenders found 
those newer to the field (less than 2 years) and those more 
experienced (beyond 4 years) had higher risk of compassion 
fatigue, burnout, intrusion, avoidance, and hyperarousal than 
those working for a moderate period (2 to 4 years) (Steed and 
Bicknell 2001). A later study (Way et al. 2004) supported 
these findings indicating early career therapists working in 
sexual assault counselling were at higher risk for secondary 
trauma than those later in their career even if they showed 
higher degrees of coping (both positive and negative strate-
gies). Interestingly, a study on domestic violence workers 
found that longer tenure was associated with factors related 
to compassion satisfaction (Kulkarni et al. 2013). Similarly, 
Wagaman et al. (2015) study on social workers found that 
those longer in their profession had higher levels of compas-
sion satisfaction and lower levels of burnout than those ear-
lier in their careers. In contrast to these findings, Australian 
police working in sexual and violent offending teams were 
found to be at greater risk of STS the longer they worked in 
the crime theme, and their burnout risk increased as a func-
tion of years spent in their entire policing career (Gray and 
Grange 2019).

Gender

Gender differences have consistently been reported in stud-
ies involving police populations. For example, an American 
study found female police officers were at higher risk for 
burnout indicating perceptions of danger, unfairness, sex-
ism, and low levels of comradery were some of their unique 
stressors (McCarty et al. 2007). This study was corrobo-
rated cross-culturally in an Italian police population deter-
mining that female officers, irrespective of rank, had higher 
levels of organisational stress and distress than their male 
counterparts (Maran et al. 2017). Furthermore, Tehrani’s 
(2016) study on internet child abuse investigators supported 
these results, indicating females were at higher risk of post-
traumatic stress disorder, burnout, and compassion fatigue. 
In line with these findings, an extensive literature review 
in first responders indicated female gender to be a signifi-
cant risk factor for secondary traumatisation (Greinacher 
et al. 2019). Conversely, there was one recent study on Aus-
tralian police working in sexual and violent offending teams 
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which produced no gender differences for secondary trauma, 
burnout, and mental ill-health (Gray and Grange 2019).

Geographical Location

Literature has shown geographical location has a potential 
to influence professional quality of life factors. For exam-
ple, a study by Sprang et al. (2007) found that regional and 
rural mental health trauma clinicians suffered higher levels  
of burnout than their metropolitan colleagues, however, 
did not vary in levels of compassion fatigue or compassion 
satisfaction.

Protective Factors

Increasing compassion satisfaction in those working in high-
risk professions has found to protect against the develop-
ment of STS and subsequently compassion fatigue (Sprang 
et al. 2007; Wagaman et al. 2015). A study on law enforce-
ment investigators exposed to disturbing media images found 
that while there were correlations between exposure, cyni-
cism, and STS, there were also high levels of professional 
efficacy indicating they felt that their work made a real dif-
ference (Perez et al. 2010). Despite some findings indicating 
general police populations have low levels of compassion 
satisfaction (Gray and Grange 2019), it is possible that for 
police working in victim-centric crime themes, compassion 
satisfaction could be high. This is especially plausible in 
circumstances where satisfaction is derived from the act of 
helping victims, listening to their story, connecting them 
with support, and working towards providing justice, thus 
mitigating risk for STS and burnout.

The Role of Empathy

Empathy has been described in its simplest form as “feeling 
and understanding the emotions and experiences of others” 
(Segal et al. 2017). More recently, empathy has been defined 
as a multi-faceted construct that includes emotional, physi-
ological, and cognitive aspects (Lietz et al. 2011), and it 
is thought the full range of empathy occurs when all these 
facets are activated (Segal et al. 2017). Emotional and physi-
ological aspects of empathy involve automatic and uncon-
scious mirroring of another’s actions (Wagaman et al. 2015). 
These aspects of empathy have also been found to have a 
neural basis with neuroimaging research implicating mirror 
neurons in the ability to empathise (Shamay-Tsoory 2011). 
Cognitive aspects of empathy involve perspective taking, 
distinguishing the self from others, and regulating one’s 
emotions (Wagaman et al. 2015).

Many police officers drawn to working within sexual 
assault and child abuse investigation gain satisfaction from 
working with victims and a critical skill in this work is 
empathy (Maddox et al. 2011; Oxburgh and Ost 2011; 
Peterson and Silver  2017). Empathy has been studied 
in policing populations primarily in relation to its role 
in victim engagement and case outcomes (Dando and 
Oxburgh 2015; Oxburgh and Ost 2011). A study examining 
police attitudes towards sex offenders found lower overall 
empathy levels in police when compared to the general 
population; however, police in this study demonstrated bet-
ter perspective-taking abilities (a cognitive aspect of empa-
thy) (Johnson et al. 2007). This could indicate police offic-
ers have a better understanding than the general population 
of circumstances leading to sexual offending. Another 
explanation could be that police display higher levels of 
cognitive empathy as a protective mechanism, thus mitigat-
ing against emotional responses towards victims.

Gender differences have also been noted in the empa-
thy literature. A study on police working in victim-centric 
themes found female officers had higher “trait empathic 
emotion”, which is linked to both emotional and cognitive 
domains of empathy (Rose 1999). Segal et al. (2017) find-
ings supported this, indicating females were more likely than 
males to exhibit high interpersonal empathy, which is also 
associated with both emotional and cognitive domains. Simi-
larly, Dando and Oxburgh (2015) found female police offic-
ers working with sexual offenders displayed more empathic 
behaviour than their male counterparts.

It has been argued that some aspects of empathy are asso-
ciated with psychological risk while other aspects are more 
protective (Yilmaz and Ustun 2018). Early studies such as 
one by Figley (1995) found those with higher empathy and 
capacity for feeling tend to be at higher risk of compassion 
stress. Later studies have corroborated this view including 
Nolte et al. (2017) who found empathy in midwives to be 
a risk factor in the development of secondary trauma and 
compassion fatigue. Similarly, Beagley et al. (2018) found 
that female police officers with high empathy and exposure 
to a traumatic event experienced post-traumatic stress and 
depressive symptoms; however, this was not seen in their 
male counterparts.

Conversely, other studies have shown low empathy to 
be associated with adverse mental health effects and in 
some studies empathy has shown protective benefit against 
the effects of burnout and secondary trauma. For example, 
Sifris et al. (2015) found in their study that low empa-
thy was associated with psychological distress. Studies 
utilising modern multi-dimensional measures of empathy 
have found that certain factors of empathy result in higher 
effectiveness and worker satisfaction (Gerdes et al. 2012; 
Segal et al. 2017). In an attempt to clarify which aspects of 
empathy were associated with compassion satisfaction, and 
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which were associated with STS and burnout, Wagaman 
et al. (2015) explored a multi-dimensional model of empa-
thy and its relationship with professional quality of life 
factors. The four-factor empathy model measured social 
workers’ levels of affective response (an emotional and 
physiological component), self-other awareness, perspec-
tive taking, and emotional regulation (all cognitive com-
ponents respectively). In their study, they found self-other 
awareness was strongly related to compassion satisfaction 
and negatively related to STS suggesting it was a protec-
tive factor for this population. Emotional regulation was 
negatively related to burnout and STS indicating it also has 
protective benefits. Affective response was found to indi-
rectly protect against STS and burnout through its strong 
positive correlation with compassion satisfaction. As a 
result of their findings, Wagaman et al. (2015) concluded 
that empathy was a key factor in maintaining wellbeing and 
career longevity in social workers.

Gaps Within the Literature

Literature exploring empathy and its relationship to pro-
fessional quality of life factors has largely used therapeu-
tic and clinical populations (Hatcher and Noakes 2010; 
Steed and Bicknell 2001; Wagaman et al. 2015). However, 
literature investigating these domains in police has been 
largely understated or qualitative in nature (Andersen and 
Papazoglou 2015). It is important to note the possibility of 
varying emotional implications when comparing the way 
in which those working with victims and offenders in a 
therapeutic capacity differs from those working with them 
in an investigative capacity.

Throughout the literature, researchers have used vary-
ing definitions of empathy that have not always considered 
its multi-dimensional nature (Yilmaz and Ustun 2018), 
resulting in inconsistent findings around its correlation 
with mental health factors (Beagley et  al. 2018; Sifris 
et al. 2015). Research is also sorely needed in this field to 
enable better understanding of the factors that contribute 
to positive and negative mental health outcomes in police 
investigators working in these themes. In turn, this will 
inform best practice for investigators as well as quality 
services to victims.

The Current Study

The current study aims to address these gaps within the lit-
erature by utilising a multi-dimensional measure for empa-
thy. Furthermore, this study will utilise an evidence-based 
model of measuring professional quality of life that provides 
an assessment of STS and burnout (the two subscales of 

compassion fatigue), and compassion satisfaction. To expand 
on Wagaman et al. (2015) findings, the current study will be 
conducted in an Australian population of police working in 
sexual assault and child abuse investigation.

Hypothesis

In line with Wagaman et al. (2015) and existing research out-
comes on these constructs, it was hypothesised that higher 
levels of the cognitive empathy components would be nega-
tively associated with burnout and STS, while higher levels 
of the emotional/physiological and cognitive empathy com-
ponents would be associated with compassion satisfaction.  
Further, it is anticipated the socio-demographic factors of gender, 
tenure, and geographical location will show significant effects  
on the outcome variables.

Method

Participants and Procedure

Police officers from an Australian police organisation work-
ing within units investigating crimes relating to child abuse, 
sexual assault, and family violence were invited via email to 
participate in an online survey via Qualtrics online software. 
Data were collected August and September of 2019. A total 
of 216 participant responses were used in the study follow-
ing exclusion of those with incomplete responses.

The sample consisted of N = 216 police detectives 
(n = 102 males, n = 109 females, n = 5 prefer not to say). 
Participants ranged in age between 25 and 64 years, with 
a majority aged between 30 and 54 years (84.2%, n = 182). 
Most of the sample identified their rank as Senior Consta-
ble/Leading Senior Constable (74.54%, n = 161) with oth-
ers identifying as Senior Sergeant (6.50%, n = 14), Sergeant 
(15.70%, n = 34), Constable/First Constable (0.50%, n = 1), 
and 2.8%, n = 6 preferred not to say. The majority of par-
ticipants reported working within the police force between 
6 and 39 years (96.30%, n = 208), with a minority between 
1 and 5 years (3.2%, n = 7) and 0.5%, n = 1 with more than 
40 years tenure in the police force. Experience working in 
the theme of child abuse, sexual offending, and/or family 
violence ranged from less than 1 year to > 20 years with a 
majority of police investigators with 1 to 5 years’ experience 
(45.83%, n = 99), followed by those with 6 to 12 months 
(20.37%, n = 44), 6 to 10 years (16.67%, n = 36), and 11 to 
19 years (11.11%, n = 24). Participants reported working in 
metropolitan locations (60.19%, n = 130) and regional/rural 
(37.96%, n = 82), while others preferred not to identify their 
location (1.85%, n = 4).
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Measures

Socio-demographic information on participant gender, age 
group, rank, time working in police force, time working in 
sexual assault, child abuse and/or family violence crime 
theme, and geographical location were collected.

Empathy was measured using the Empathy Assessment 
Index (EAI), a 22-item self-report instrument, measuring 
five factors of empathy. The first two, affective response 
and affective mentalising, were defined as the emotional/
physiological components. The other three, self-other aware-
ness, perspective taking, and emotional regulation, were all 
defined as cognitive components (Gerdes et al. 2012; Lietz 
et al. 2011; Segal et al. 2017). It should be noted that the ver-
sion of the EAI used in this study was the most recent ver-
sion and included the fifth factor of “affective mentalising”, 
not included in Wagaman et al. (2015) study. Items were 
measured on a 6-point Likert scale (1 = never to 6 = always).

The Professional Quality of Life (ProQOL; Stamm 2010) 
Scale is a 30-item self-report questionnaire used to measure 
the constructs of compassion satisfaction, STS, and burnout. 
Each of the three subscales had 10 questions with responses 
measured on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = never to 5 = very 
often). The scales of STS and burnout make up the latent 
construct compassion fatigue. The ProQOL measure has 
been deemed reliable and valid in measuring the constructs 
of both compassion satisfaction and compassion fatigue 
(Stamm 2010).

Analytic Strategy

Descriptive statistics, correlations, and multiple regres-
sion analyses were conducted with SPSS (version 23). 
To test whether there were any significant effects on the 
socio-demographic variables, an ANOVA and independent 
samples t-tests were run against the outcome variables of 
the ProQOL and empathy respectively. To test hypotheses 

relating to the associated relationships between empathy 
and professional quality of life factors, a correlations table 
including all factors was constructed followed by three 
multiple regressions: (1) with the dependent variable burn-
out; (2) with the dependent variable STS; and (3) with the 
dependent variable compassion satisfaction. In line with the 
analyses conducted by Wagaman et al. (2015), each model 
included as independent variables the five factors of empa-
thy from the EAI, affective response, affective mentalising, 
self-other awareness, perspective taking, and emotional  
regulation, and controlled for the socio-demographic factors 
of gender, time working in the crime theme, and geographi-
cal location. The independent and outcome variables are 
summarised in Table 1.

Results

Socio‑demographics

In line with the hypotheses, socio-demographic factors 
showed partial significance against the outcome variables.

Tenure

Tenure was measured as time working in the themes of  
sexual assault, child abuse, and/or family violence investi- 
gation. A one-way ANOVA was conducted for each of the  
three ProQOL variables (burnout, STS, and compassion sat- 
isfaction). Significant differences were found between ten- 
ure groups for STS (F(4, 208) = 2.80, p < 0.05) and burnout  
(F(4, 205) = 3.95, p < 0.01), but not for compassion satis- 
faction (F(4, 202) = 1.98, n.s.). Post hoc Bonferroni com- 
parisons indicated those with < 1 year working in the themes  
had lower risk for STS than those working in the themes from 
1–5 years. Furthermore, those with < 1 year working in the 
themes had a lower risk of burnout than those from 1–5 years  

Table 1  Descriptive statistics 
for variables of interest by 
gender

Raw cut-off scores for compassion satisfaction, burnout, and secondary traumatic stress: low scores < 22, 
high scores > 42. The EAI does not utilise norms or cut-off scores, rather it is used as an overall gauge to 
identify the stronger and weaker aspects of empathic abilities (Segal et al. 2017)

Variable Total Males Females

Range M SD M SD M SD p

Compassion satisfaction (raw score) 14–50 34.90 7.29 34.01 8.04 35.90 6.47
Burnout (raw score) 12–43 26.26 6.31 27.70 6.83 24.79 5.51  < .01
Secondary traumatic stress (raw score) 10–43 19.78 6.34 20.54 6.98 18.98 5.69
Affective response 1–5.8 4.22 0.82 3.97 0.73 4.44 0.84  < .001
Affective mentalising 1–6 4.30 0.83 4.13 0.78 4.47 0.83  < .01
Self-other awareness 1–6 4.27 0.80 4.07 0.77 4.43 0.79  < .01
Perspective taking 1–6 4.36 0.73 4.24 0.69 4.46 0.75  < .05
Emotional regulation 1.75–6 4.20 0.78 4.14 0.85 4.26 0.71
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and those from 6–10  years. Investigators working in 
the crime themes beyond 10 years did not produce any  
significant differences from those with less time working in 
the crime themes.

Gender

An independent samples t-test was conducted on gen-
der with the five empathy constructs and with the Pro-
QOL outcome variables (t-tests were used in preference 
to a MANOVA for the purpose of exploring each compo-
nent). Table 1 shows that although both genders had high 
average empathy scores, females indicated significantly 
higher empathy scores across four out of the five fac- 
tors: affective response (t(209) =  −4.18, p < 0.001), affec-
tive mentalising (t(211) =  −2.83, p < 0.01), self-other  
awareness (t(208) =  −3.39, p = 0.001), and perspective  
taking (t(207) =  −2.16, p < 0.05) than males. There was no sig-
nificant difference between genders for emotional regulation  
(t(210) =  −1.19, n.s.). Table 1 shows that although both 
gender groups indicated moderate average results for burn-
out, males showed significantly higher risk for burnout than 
females (t(188) = 3.35, p < 0.001). There were no significant 
gender differences for STS (t(208) = 1.78, n.s.) or compas-
sion satisfaction (t(184) =  −1.84, n.s.). Overall, for compas-
sion satisfaction, n = 29 participants scored in the high range, 
and n = 9 scored in the low range. For burnout, n = 1 scored  
in the high range, and n = 52 scored in the low range. Finally, 
STS showed n = 1 participant scored in the high range and 
a majority of participants scored in the low range (n = 138).

Geographic Location

Independent samples t-tests indicated no significant differ-
ences between metropolitan-based police investigators and 

their rural/regional counterparts on burnout (t(205) = 0.40, 
n.s.) or (STS t(209) =  −1.38, n.s.).

Correlating Variables

Bivariate correlations were conducted between the socio-
demographic factors, professional quality of life factors, and 
empathy factors. In line with the hypotheses, significant 
correlations between a majority of variables were found  
and results are displayed in Table 2. Burnout was signifi-
cantly correlated with gender (r =  −0.14, p < 0.05) and 
tenure (r =  −0.15, p < 0.05), and gender was correlated 
with affective response (r =  −0.20, p < 0.01) and self-other 
awareness (r =  −0.21, p < 0.01). With the exception of a 
non-significant association between affective mentalising 
and STS, all empathy factors were negatively associated 
with STS and burnout, and positively related to compassion 
satisfaction. Of all the empathy factors, emotional regu-
lation had the highest correlations with STS (r =  −0.52, 
p < 0.01), burnout (r =  −0.60, p < 0.01), and compassion 
satisfaction (r = 0.52, p < 0.01).

A strong inverse relationship was found between com-
passion satisfaction and burnout (r =  −0.75, p < 0.01), and 
a strong positive relationship between burnout and STS 
(r = 0.61, p < 0.01).

Hierarchical Regression

Hierarchical regression analyses were conducted to deter-
mine which predictors contributed the most variance to the 
outcome variables, with the model results summarised in 
Table 3. Hypotheses were supported showing higher levels 
of the cognitive empathy components negatively associating 
with burnout and STS, and higher levels of the emotional/
physiological and cognitive empathy components posi-
tively associating with compassion satisfaction. In the first 

Table 2  Pearson’s correlations of independent and outcome variables

Note. *p < .05; **p < .01

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1.Gender .05 .03 .06  − .14*  − .02 .20** .14 .21** .12 .03
2.Location  −.10  −.12 .06 .11  −.09  −.05  −.12  −.06  −.02
3.Tenure .05 .15* .09 .12 .07  −.02 .06  −.04
4.Compassion satisfaction  −.75**  −.39** .42** .34** .54** .48** .52**

5.Burnout .61**  −.26**  −.22**  −.49**  −.34**  −.60**

6.Secondary traumatic stress  − .15*  − .12  − .39**  − .23**  −.52**

7.Affective response .62** .59** .66** .30**

8.Affective mentalising .62** .78** .27**

9.Self-other awareness .75** .50**

10.Perspective taking .43**

11.Emotional regulation
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model, with burnout as the outcome variable, the first step 
of the regression showed gender and tenure had significant 
unique effects accounting for 4% of the variance (R2 = 0.04, 
adjusted R2 = 0.04) in the model (F(3, 196) = 3.02, p < 0.05). 
In the second step, 36% of the variance (R2 = 0.40, adjusted 
R2 = 0.36) was accounted for by the independent variables 
listed earlier (F(8, 191) = 15.83, p < 0.001) with self-other 
awareness (β =  −0.30, p < 0.05), and emotional regulation 
(β =  −0.44, p < 0.01) adding significant contribution to the 
model and the main effects of gender and tenure became 
non-significant. In the second model with STS as the out-
come variable, the unique effect of gender, tenure, and 
location were not significant (R2 = 0.03, adjusted R2 = 0.03) 
(F(3, 201) = 1.88, n.s.). In step two, 29% of the variance 
(R2 = 0.32, adjusted R2 = 0.29) was explained by the model 
(F(8, 196) = 11.51, p < 0.001) with self-other awareness 
(β =  −0.34, p < 0.05) and emotional regulation (β =  −0.41, 
p < 0.01) as significant predictors. In the third model, with 
compassion satisfaction as the outcome variable, the unique 
effect of gender, tenure, and location were not significant 
(R2 = 0.02, adjusted R2 = 0.02) (F(3, 194) = 1.23, n.s.). In 
step two, 38% of the variance (R2 = 0.40, adjusted R2 = 0.38) 
was explained by the model (F(8, 189) = 15.67, p < 0.001) 
with affective response (β = 0.16, p < 0.05), self-other aware-
ness (β = 0.28, p < 0.05), and emotional regulation (β = 0.32, 
p < 0.05) as significant predictors of the model.

The findings of this study indicate a significant relation-
ship between empathy and professional quality of life factors 
for police investigators working in sexual assault and child 
abuse investigation. Self-other awareness and emotional 
regulation (both cognitive components of empathy) appear 
to be significant contributors to all three factors of profes-
sional quality of life. Affective response (an emotional and 
physiological component of empathy) was identified as a 
significant contributor to compassion satisfaction. These 

findings were significant beyond the socio-demographic 
effects of gender, tenure, and location.

Discussion

The current study represents the first quantitative analysis 
exploring the factors of empathy and their relationship with 
professional quality of life factors for police investigators 
working in sexual assault and child abuse investigation.  
The study findings support Wagaman et al.’s (2015) research 
suggesting empathy is protective against burnout and STS.

The primary focus of the study was on the relationship 
between empathy and professional quality of life. With the 
exception of a non-significant association between affective 
mentalising and STS, all empathy factors were negatively 
associated with STS and burnout, and positively associated 
with compassion satisfaction. The findings showed that the 
strongest correlation was the inverse relationship between 
compassion satisfaction and burnout, suggesting compas-
sion satisfaction was a significant protective factor against 
the risk and development of burnout in police detectives 
working in sexual offending and child abuse investigation. 
Another strong relationship was between STS and burnout 
which has been corroborated in other populations such as 
mental health professionals working with trauma clients 
(Devilly et al. 2009). This suggests that STS and burnout 
may share similar characteristics where the risk for one may 
increase the risk for the other.

In line with the overarching hypotheses, empathy 
significantly influenced professional quality of life fac-
tors beyond the socio-demographic effects. Affective 
response, self-other awareness, and emotional regulation 
were found to predict compassion satisfaction. However, 
only the cognitive empathy factors of self-other awareness 

Table 3  Hierarchical regression 
analyses predicting participant 
burnout, secondary traumatic 
stress, and compassion 
satisfaction

Note. *p < .05; **p < .01

Model 1: Burnout
B (beta)

Model 2: Secondary traumatic 
stress
B (beta)

Model 3: 
Compassion 
satisfaction
B (beta)

Intercept 47.60 34.95 5.78
Gender  −0.81 (−.09) 0.16 (.02)  −0.39 (−.04)
Tenure 0.45 (.09) 0.25 (.06) 0.19 (.04)
Location 0.06 (.01) 0.86 (.07)  −0.71 (−.05)
Affective response 0.05 (.03) 0.13 (.08) 0.28* (.16)
Affective mentalising 0.18 (.10) 0.17 (.09)  −0.19 (−.09)
Self-other awareness  −0.60* (−.30)  −0.67* (−.34) 0.63* (.28)
Perspective taking  −0.03 (−.02) 0.11 (.06) 0.18 (.09)
Emotional regulation  −0.90** (−.44)  −0.83** (−0.41) 0.75** (.32)
Adjusted R2 0.36** .29** .38**
F 15.83 (8, 191) 11.51 (8, 196) 15.67 (8, 189)
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and emotional regulation negatively predicted STS and 
burnout. These results supported Wagaman et al. (2015) 
confirming compassion satisfaction requires emotional/
physiological as well as cognitive components of empathy, 
whereas only cognitive components of empathy protect 
against risk for burnout and STS. Thus, highlighting that 
empathy is a key protective factor against the development 
of burnout and STS, both directly and indirectly. These 
findings further support the model of empathy proposed 
by Segal et al. (2017) whereby a broad empathic response 
encompassing physiological/emotional as well as cogni-
tive components serves to enable practitioner fulfilment, 
service user satisfaction, and mental health preservation 
for the practitioner.

In terms of socio-demographic factors, the findings par-
tially supported the hypotheses with only tenure and gender 
producing significant effects. Results suggest that mid-career 
detectives (between 1 and 10 years) tend to be at higher 
risk of STS and/or burnout than early career detectives (less 
than 1 year). For STS, there was no significant increase in 
risk for those who had worked beyond 6 years in the crime 
theme. This could suggest that for new detectives in this 
field, a focus on learning processes and procedures could 
serve as a protective factor against STS, whereas repetitive 
exposure to the content and themes over time increases risk 
of STS. This finding supports the literature on the cumula-
tive effect (Marshall 2006). However, another explanation 
could be for those beyond 6 years in the crime theme, estab-
lished coping habits or desensitisation may protect against 
secondary trauma effects. Further, there may be a poten-
tial confound of age given those with shorter tenure tend to 
be younger, and those with longer tenure tend to be older, 
and literature supports the notion that people are generally 
happier in their earlier and later years than in their mid-
life (Laaksonen 2018). Burnout showed similar results with 
risk increasing significantly from those early in their career 
(less than 1 year) to those in their mid-career (between 1 
and 10 years), suggesting the longer police work in these 
roles, the higher their risk for burnout. Those later in their 
career (beyond 10 years) did not show an increase in risk 
compared with those early or in their mid-career which may 
indicate similar reasoning to the STS results. In terms of 
compassion satisfaction, tenure showed no effect which con-
flicted with Wagaman et al. (2015) findings indicating that 
compassion satisfaction increased throughout the careers of 
social workers. A possible explanation could be that social 
work populations have opportunities for clinical supervi-
sion which are established and embedded into their practice, 
enabling positive reflection on their work and potentially 
increasing compassion satisfaction. Reflective practice has 
only recently been incorporated into some police jurisdic-
tions (Christopher 2015), however, is only relatively new  
and is yet to determine any measurable effects.

Gender results also conflicted with previous research  
findings indicating male detectives had a significantly higher 
risk of burnout than female detectives. Further, female  
detectives scored higher than their male colleagues across 
four out of the five empathy domains (affective response,  
affective mentalising, self-other awareness, and perspective tak-
ing), indicating empathy may serve as a protective factor against 
the development of burnout. This was contrary to the majority 
of research conducted in general policing populations that attrib-
ute unique female stressors to gender differences in wellbeing 
(McCarty et al. 2007). The current study utilised special detec-
tives in units where the gender balance is more evenly distrib-
uted, if not skewed with a higher number of females. These find-
ings could suggest that females thrive in victim-centric policing 
where they can utilise their empathy skills and where there  
is a more balanced gender distribution.

Despite previous research suggesting that geographi-
cal location may be implicated in wellbeing outcomes, the 
current study found no significant differences for those in 
metropolitan areas versus regional and rural areas. Perhaps 
the regular rotation of police across regions coupled with 
standard operating procedures across jurisdictions means 
that work conditions are consistent regardless of location.

Limitations

Despite the novel findings of this study, there are a number 
of limitations to note. Firstly, the nature of the occupation 
for this population involves perceptions of stigma towards 
mental health, and so response bias may have influenced par-
ticipant responses on the survey with the potential to skew 
results. Secondly, although this study controlled for some 
socio-demographic and environmental factors, there was 
no data collected on varying factors that could contribute 
to STS and burnout directly or indirectly such as perceived 
support from management or leadership style, workload, col-
legial support, or coping factors. Finally, the cross-sectional 
design of the study means cause and effect of the relation-
ship between empathy and professional quality of life factors 
cannot be concluded definitively.

Implications and Future Directions

The current study represents the first investigation of profes-
sional quality of life factors in a policing population along 
with their relationship to empathy. The results provide sig-
nificant insight into the empathic response which influences 
victim engagement, compassion satisfaction, and protection 
against burnout and secondary trauma. Further, the results 
and implications may generalise to other policing popula-
tions working in victim-centric crime themes and exposed 
to secondary trauma and burnout. Given empathy has 
shown to be an important skill in this work, and a protective 
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factor, it may be valuable to seek out in potential recruits. 
Evidence suggests that empathy skills can be sought out 
during recruitment through the administering of emotional 
intelligence measures (Grubb et al. 2018) and aspects of 
empathy can also be cultivated (e.g. the cognitive compo-
nents) through developing awareness and understanding of 
an individual’s or group’s life experiences, their privileges, 
as well as the social, political, and economic barriers that 
impact on them. This could be facilitated through special-
ised training on factors that increase the risk for genera-
tional child abuse or factors that influence development of 
sexual paraphilia in offenders. It is also important this type 
of training is continuous to ensure knowledge remains cur-
rent and educative insights are preserved. Emotional empa-
thy can be strengthened and regulated through emotional 
intelligence and psychological flexibility training (e.g. 
mindfulness and acceptance commitment therapy [ACT] 
techniques) and has been effectively demonstrated in vari-
ous organisational populations (Decker et al. 2015; Lomas 
et al. 2017; Virgili 2015). Gradual exposure to traumatising 
material has also been regarded as helpful to police working 
in high-risk themes by enabling emotional and cognitive 
preparedness (Burns et al. 2008).

Given compassion satisfaction was the strongest predictor 
against the risk for burnout in this population, it is important 
to foster a narrative with police investigators about how they 
derive satisfaction in working with victims of sexual assault 
and child abuse. As police are generally stigmatised against 
talking about their emotions, interventions and a safe space 
for them to share these insights is vital to ensure these nar-
ratives are encouraged.

Lastly, the novel gender findings in this study suggest 
females are at lower risk for burnout than males and indicate 
females may cope slightly better in this environment. Fur-
thermore, female detectives showed higher levels of empathy 
in general which indicate its protective value against poor 
mental health outcomes in these specialised policing units. 
These findings indicate that female officers may thrive in 
victim-centric policing where there is a better gender bal-
ance, where they can utilise their empathy skills, and where 
there may be potential for stronger feminist views than in 
other areas of policing. These findings further serve to advo-
cate for interventions to support male officers working in 
these themes, while cultivating and encouraging empathy 
in an effort to promote their engagement and longevity in 
this field.

Conclusion

The current study investigated the role of empathy and 
professional quality of life in a high-risk policing popula-
tion. The results indicated that empathy is vital for police 

investigators working in these themes to safeguard against 
the development of burnout and STS. Further, some compo-
nents of empathy predict compassion satisfaction, protect-
ing against burnout and STS thereby promoting longevity  
and retention in these roles. Empathy should be sought out 
in recruits for this work, then cultivated and preserved in  
an effort to encourage better outcomes for police, the  
victims with whom they engage, and policing organisations 
as a whole.
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