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An exploratory study 
Challenges experienced by 
South African police officers 
when taking statements 		
from victims with a 			 
communication disability 	

South African

Police officers increasingly come into contact with persons with a communication disability 
in their line of duty. This study describes the challenges officers face when taking statements 
from such victims. Focus group discussions were conducted with South African police officers. 
Findings showed that they face a myriad of challenges in the statement-taking process. These 
could be categorised under four main themes: the transactional nature of communication, lack of 
resources to support communication during statement-taking, the vulnerability of complainants with 
communication disabilities, and police pessimism. The article recommends that disability sensitivity 
training, as well as training on communication disability, be provided to police officers. 
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Introduction

Media reports internationally2 and in South 
Africa suggest that interactions between 
persons with disabilities and police officers 

are fraught with challenges.3 In worst-case 
scenarios, they end with police officers using 
unnecessary force, often with tragic outcomes.4 
One factor that seems to increase the risk 
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of negative interactions with the police is the 

presence of a communication disorder. A 

communication disorder is an impairment in the 

ability to receive, comprehend, process, and 

send verbal or nonverbal concepts and graphic 

symbol systems and may be evident in the 

processes of hearing, language and speech.5 

Communication disorders are not linked to a 

single aetiology and could include diagnoses 

such as intellectual disability, autism spectrum 

disorders, deafness, cerebral palsy or motor 

neuron disease. Persons with a communication 

disability may or may not encounter intellectual 

and physical challenges in addition to their 

communication disorder. However, these 

individuals have a common disjuncture 

between how they express themselves and 

how society expects them to communicate. 

Hence, some authors also refer to this 

population as having ‘complex communication 

needs’ or being ‘nonverbal’.6 

Since persons with a communication disability 

are often voiceless and invisible in society, they 

are at greater risk than the general population 

of falling victim to violent crime and, therefore, 

have a greater need for police services.7 

Perpetrators tend to consider ‘a silent victim as 

the perfect victim’.8 

Crime victims report the crime to the police as 

a first step in the criminal justice system. Police 

officers then spend a significant amount of time 

interviewing and taking statements from victims, 

witnesses and alleged perpetrators in order to 

prosecute the crimes.9 The adapted Sequential 

Intercept Model illustrates the seven-step 

criminal justice system, starting with the police.10 

Victims must give a credible statement to police 

for the case to proceed through the justice 

system to Intercept 2 (Investigation), Intercept 3 

(Court) and beyond to allow for the conviction of 

the alleged perpetrator.11 A statement ensures 

that the case is registered and allocated a case 

number in the South African Police Service 

(SAPS) Crime Administration System, after which 
it is assigned to the responsible SAPS unit. In 
South Africa, all violent crimes (not only rape and 
sexual abuse) perpetrated against persons with 
any type of disability are escalated to the Family 
Violence, Child Protection and Sexual Offences 
(FCS) unit for investigation. The presiding officer 
must be able to rely on the police statement, as 
incomplete or incorrect information delays and 
obstructs the process.12

The purpose of a statement is fivefold: to elicit 
information from the crime victim; to obtain a 
written record that may be read and checked by 
the victim; to determine what action the police 
must take; to assist the victim in court, and to 
justify police action and shorten criminal trials.13 
Effective communication between police officers 
and victims is therefore essential for incorporating 
the relevant facts in the statement. 

However, taking statements often occurs in less-
than-ideal circumstances due to time constraints, 
the number of statements to be taken down daily, 
police officers’ limited writing skills, and victims’ 
high stress levels.14 Communication difficulties 
negatively affect the process, producing 
statements of reduced accuracy and reliability.15

Research shows that victims with a 
communication disability are less likely to obtain 
a case number than victims without disability.16 
This might be attributable to complex and 
multifactorial barriers, including (but not limited 
to) the former’s social or physical isolation (often 
stemming from stigma and stereotypes), their 
limited and often inappropriate vocabulary for 
disclosing and reporting crimes, and their fear 
of retribution from perpetrators, especially if they 
are dependent on the perpetrators for care and 
resources.17 Carers and family members may also 
not support them in reporting their complaints to 
the police.18

According to Baladerian et al., less than half 
of crimes involving victims with intellectual 
disabilities were reported to police, and of those 



2 – 29SA CRIME QUARTERLY NO. 72 • 2023

reported, over half stated that no attention 
was paid to their case.19 This might be in 
part attributed to police officers’ false beliefs, 
misconceptions, stereotypes and negative 
attitudes towards victims with communication 
disability due to the officers’ limited knowledge 
of, exposure to and interaction with persons 
with a communication disability.20 

The above justifies why police officers should 
be upskilled in taking statements from victims 
with a communication disability as the first 
step towards ensuring access to justice for 
these individuals. This exploratory study, 
therefore, aimed to identify, through focus group 
discussions with police officers in FCS units, the 
challenges in taking statements from persons 
with a communication disability who report 
being crime victims. 

Methods

Research design

Qualitative focus group discussions were 
employed, which are effective in exploring 
participants’ perspectives on a particular 
topic. Participants query one another’s 
thoughts, thereby allowing their respective 
reasoning to become apparent.21 Furthermore, 
the group dynamics stimulate discussion 
and help participants conceptualise issues in 
greater depth. 

Participants

Ethics approval was obtained from the relevant 
university and SAPS at national, provincial, 
and station levels. Participants were recruited 
from two FCS units selected from a list of nine 
potential FCS units in the greater Durban area 
(KwaZulu-Natal). Contact was established with 
the FCS unit commanders via e-mail and followed 
up by telephone. The criteria for recruiting 
potential participants were communicated to the 
unit commanders, and a predetermined date and 
time were set for the focus groups.  

Three selection criteria were set: participants 
had to be practising, in-service police officers; 
they had to have a minimum of two years’ FCS 
unit experience to ensure reasonable knowledge 
of statement-taking and investigating crimes 
against vulnerable populations; and they had to 
be proficient in spoken and written English. Unit 
commanders were requested to identify and 
invite at least six members for potential inclusion 
in the study. 

Sixteen police officers, including three unit 
commanders, consented, necessitating two 
separate focus groups facilitated by the same 
researcher, co-moderator, and note-taker. As 
the two groups were similar, data was collapsed 
into a single dataset. Biographic information was 
collected using a questionnaire before the group 
discussions commenced (see Table 1). 

Table 1: Description of participants (n=16)

Criterion Description
Sex Male (n = 11) Female (n = 5)
Age 31 – 40 yrs (n = 7) 41 – 50 yrs (n = 6) >50 yrs (n = 3)
First language English (n = 11) isiZulu (n = 5) isiXhosa (n = 1)
Years of SAPS 
experience 

2 – 5 yrs (n = 1)
21 – 25 yrs (n =2)

6 – 10 yrs (n = 1)
26 – 30 yrs (n = 5)

11 – 20 yrs (n = 6)
>31yrs (n = 1)

Years of FCS unit 
experience

1 – 5 yrs (n = 7) 6 – 10yrs (n = 2) 11 – 20 yrs (n = 7)

Rank Constable
(n = 2)

Sergeant 
(n = 5)

Warrant Officer 
(n = 4)

Captain 
(n = 5)

Highest 
qualification

Grade 12 
(n = 11)

Grade 12 + 1 yr 
tertiary education 
(n = 1)

Grade 12 + 2 yrs 
tertiary education 
(n = 1)

Grade 12 + 3 yrs 
tertiary education 
(n = 3)
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The study’s 2:1 male-to-female ratio 

corresponded with the overall SAPS ratio, which 

showed 61% of the police force being male in 

2021 (a ratio of 1:0,064).22 Ages ranged from 

32 to 54 years, with an average age of 42.68 

years. More than two-thirds of the participants 

reported English as their first language (68%), 

followed by isiZulu (31%), the language 

predominantly spoken in KwaZulu-Natal.23 

Years of experience in the SAPS ranged from 

4 to 34 years, with a mean of 19.68 years. The 

years of experience in the FCS unit specifically 

ranged from 2 to 17 years, with a mean of 

9.68 years. The participants’ qualifications 

were representative of the reported SAPS 

profile, as typically only 25% of employees have 

post-Grade 12 qualifications.24 Regrettably, 

more recent information is unavailable, but the 

findings from the current study confirm those 

of a 2019 study conducted in Cape Town, 

which reported that approximately 46% of 

police officers had Grade 12 as their highest 

educational qualification.25 

Material and equipment

Besides the short biographic questionnaire, a 

script was developed to ensure consistency 

between the two focus groups. The script 

commenced with a welcome comment and 

an expression of gratitude to the participants 

for their participation despite their busy work 

schedules. The objectives of the focus group 

were explained, as well as its format and ground 

rules. Two broad open-ended questions were 

then introduced: ‘What challenges do you 

experience when interacting with persons with 

communication disability in your work context?’ 

and ‘How do you manage to support and take 

statements from persons with a communication 

disability who have come to report a crime?’ 

Follow-up questions flowed from previous 

statements and reminded participants to reflect 

on communication disability specifically. Verbal 

probing techniques were also used, which 

included summarising what participants said, 
repeating the initial question and asking for 
expansion, clarification, or specific examples. 
Nonverbal probing techniques such as facial 
expressions (for example, frowning), body 
movements (nodding) and vocalisations 
(‘mmmm’)26 were also used. The discussion 
bolstered the researchers’ understanding of 
the specific police-focused language used by 
participants to describe their challenges and 
experiences when interacting with persons with 
communication disability.27 The researchers 
concluded the group discussion by thanking 
participants and assuring them of the value of 
their study contributions. 

The note-taker used a laptop and data projector 
to capture and project all the responses 
emanating from the focus groups. This 
enabled everyone to follow the discussion by 
seeing, checking, and revising their projected 
statements, thus enhancing the trustworthiness 
of the data.28

A voice recorder with an omni-directional 
microphone captured the discussions, allowing 
for the clarification of any data at a later stage.

Data collection procedure

For participant convenience, the focus groups 
were held in the FCS units’ rooms, where 
regular work meetings occurred. The room 
set-up was retained, as the semi-circular table 
arrangement allowed for optimal interaction 
and contributed to a relaxed atmosphere. One 
of the units was attached to a police station, 
while the other unit operated from premises 
opposite the public hospital (allowing victims 
to be interviewed and medically assessed in 
one location). 

The focus group discussion was pre-set to 
conclude within two hours, thereby allowing the 
researchers to gain much data in a relatively 
short period.29 Eight participants arrived for 
each focus group at the specified time and 
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day. First, they completed the consent forms, 

followed by the short biographic questionnaire. 

Participants were put at ease and assured 

that every contribution was valuable. Since 

their participation was voluntary, they could 

withdraw from the process at any time 	

without repercussion. Confidentiality was 

emphasised, and participants were encouraged 

to keep information about the discussions 

within the group. 

Data analysis

The recordings were transcribed and 

then analysed using an inductive thematic 

approach. Three coders followed a 

collaborative and reflective approach during 

coding to achieve rich interpretations of 

the meaning of the data.30 They worked 

independently to generate codes and 

organised these into themes using Braun and 

Clarke’s six-phase process.31 Phase 1 entailed 

becoming familiar with the data by reading 

and re-reading the entire dataset. Phase 2 

involved generating initial codes by labelling 

segments of text that seemed related to the 

research question with descriptive phrases. 

Phase 3 generated themes by grouping 

similar codes to find overall patterns of 

meaning. Phase 4 involved reviewing potential 

themes to establish if any themes needed 

to be revised. Phase 5 entailed defining and 

naming themes by re-reading all the codes 

allocated to a specific theme, thus deepening 

an understanding of the data, obtaining a 

comprehensive understanding of the theme 

and perceiving how it relates to other themes. 

Phase 6 culminated in reporting the data in 

the most logical and meaningful order and 

identifying verbatim quotes that could be used 

as examples. 

Trustworthiness 

Five specific strategies – credibility, 

transferability, dependability, confirmability, and 

auditability – were considered to ensure the 
trustworthiness of the data. 

Credibility (i.e., internal validity)32 was ensured 
through member checking. Participants 
reviewed and corrected their statements 
during the focus groups. They examined 
previous research findings during a systematic 
overview of published literature regarding 
police disability training programmes33 and 
completed a survey questionnaire on disability 
knowledge and perceptions.34 

Transferability (i.e., external validity) involved 
the use of multiple groups and representative 
participants.35 Two focus groups (representative 
of FCS units) were used to provide rich 
descriptive data and enhance transferability. 

Dependability considers how consistent and 
repeatable the findings are.36 For this purpose, 
a focus group script was used, and the 
participants’ responses were compared. Using 
two different groups achieved a strong degree 
of overlap and accuracy.

Confirmability entailed establishing that 
interpretations were clearly derived from the 
data and limiting researcher bias.37 Three 
researchers independently analysed the 
transcripts and, after discussion, reached a 
consensus on the initial codes and later themes. 
They also considered whether the findings 
were expected or unexpected and reflected 
on the pre-considerations against which these 
judgements were made. 

Finally, auditability was achieved through 
peer debriefing and establishing an audit trail, 
thus allowing for information to be critiqued 
by persons outside of the research project.38 
Academic peers were consulted in developing 
the focus group script through online discussion 
groups. New ideas were generated, and 
potential pitfalls related to the methodology 
were identified. All procedures followed 
during the research process were recorded, 
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e.g., collection of raw data, data reduction, 
transcription, thematic analysis, as well as 
discussion and interpretation of the findings.

Findings

Although the research question concentrated 
on the challenges police experience when 
taking statements from persons with 
communication disability, broader factors (for 
example, lacking credibility and derogatory 
attitudes that influenced access to justice for 
persons with disabilities) were also discussed. 
This article focuses on the four themes related 
to the research question.   

Transactional nature of communication 

Participants deliberated over the reasons that 
communication broke down between police 
officers and persons with a communication 
disability during statement-taking. As 
communication is a process of cooperation 
and co-construction of shared meaning 
between two partners (a sender and a 
receiver), the reasons for the breakdown 
could be attributed to either of the partners. 
For example, persons with a communication 
disability have difficulty in expressing 
themselves and are unable to explain in a 
‘coherent manner’ what they mean, creating 
a challenge when sending the message. In 
turn, police officers may struggle to understand 
sign language, misinterpret non-verbal 
communication or have difficulty dealing with 
incoherent statements, which essentially 
amounts to the receiving partner's inability 
to interpret the sender's communication 
attempts. A participant noted: ‘Not using 
speech – verbalising, making it vocal – then 
you are stuck at the dead end you can’t go 
beyond that – you don’t get across what 
you want to ask – and the person [does not] 
understand you, they don’t know the two-
way process – like when you question, and 
he answers – it is not in sync – everything is 
bouncing back against the wall’.

Language incompatibilities between the officer 
and the victim were also mentioned, which were 
exacerbated in persons with a communication 
disability who often lack formal schooling and 
are not proficient in English. An interviewee 
illustrated: ‘There is this deaf and mute woman 

– somehow parents never sent their child to a 

special school – only the parents understand 

her…we struggle to get a statement.’

Participants also acknowledged that the lack of 
police training regarding disability contributes 
significantly to communication breakdowns 
when statements need to be taken from 
persons with a communication disability. 

Lack of resources to support communication 
during statement-taking

Participants mentioned a lack of access 
to interpreters, including sign language 
interpreters, to facilitate statement-taking. 
Only one special school accommodated deaf 
learners in their geographic area, and teachers 
were unavailable to assist with interpretation 
in court during school hours. Access to social 
workers and psychologists was another 
problem: ‘In rural areas, there are few people 

– no social workers are on standby. Everyone 

works long hours.’ While these professionals do 
not primarily assist victims in communicating, 
their provision of trauma counselling and 
psychological support can help persons with a 
communication disability to become emotionally 
more settled, thus freeing cognitive resources 
for the communication task.

Police officers lack time to build rapport with 
individuals with a communication disability 
and engage in the laborious process of taking 
their statements. Communication challenges 
complicate this process even more. 

Increased vulnerability of complainants with 
communication disabilities

Participants mentioned numerous factors that 
increase the likelihood that persons with a 
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communication disability (as part of the broader 

disability community) will become victims of 

crime. They perceived children with disability 

as being neglected and left without supervision 

in rural communities, noting that: ‘A worker 

sees this child alone at home, then the child 

becomes a soft target for abuse.’ The myth that 

sexual intercourse with a virgin could cure HIV 

was also discussed. This misconception puts 

girls and women with disability at risk of abuse, 

as they are often wrongly perceived as virgins: 

‘Virgin rape is a cure for HIV. It is something 

that happens here with people with disabilities. I 

had a specific case – a guy said he raped to be 

cured – and then victims that have been raped 

end off to be HIV positive.’ 

A second vulnerability relates to persons 

(specifically children) with intellectual and 

communication disabilities need to rely on 

others who know them well – typically family 

members – to interpret their communication 

attempts. Police clearly had reservations 

about relying on reports from family members 

and suspected that they had ulterior motives: 

‘Mentally challenged people – do not receive 

any formal education – you have to rely on 

family members, and the child can be influenced 

by family members. You have to rely on the 

same family member to act as interpreter.’ 

Participants also agreed that persons with a 

communication disability – specifically limited 

receptive language skills (understanding) – may 

be exploited for reporting false allegations. 

They noted that: ‘Domestic violence is big - 

parents use disabled kids to get back at each 

other and make false reports of sexual abuse.’ 

Furthermore, disabled individuals can easily be 

set up to repeat words they do not necessarily 

understand: ‘They are easily persuaded – 

because of their mental capacity – or their 

(limited) language understanding capacity – the 

parents will tell them what to say – they are 

gullible to how they’re coached at home. They 

tell you they were raped, but they don’t know 

what rape is.’

Participants also mentioned that there is limited 
reporting of crimes committed against victims 
with communication and other disabilities. 
They pointed to a level of ignorance about the 
possibility of police providing augmentative and 
alternative communication support to such 
victims or a support person to assist during 
statement taking: ‘People don’t know different 

lines of duty – the front line should inform 

everything to victims. Families think everything is 

the SAPS. The victims don’t get much joy from 

social workers – then they come back to SAPS.’ 
Perpetrators exploit this situation by highlighting 
the poor prospects of successful prosecution 
to families and using alternative strategies to 
persuade them not to report the crime: ‘Families 

are paid for damages and told not to open a 

case because the case won’t go anywhere.’

Police pessimism

Participants were pessimistic (even cynical) 
about the possibility that a person with a 
communication disability would attain justice. 
Previous experience caused them to perceive 
the justice system as a whole to be rather 
unsupportive and its various representatives 
as unskilled or unwilling to assist persons with 
communication disability. They reported that 
police officers did not always comply with 
statement-taking principles regarded as the 
‘gold standard’ in the SAPS. While this criticism 
may not be limited to statements taken from 
individuals with communication disabilities, it 
may be even more pronounced for this group 
due to the challenges police experience in 
working with them.  

The elements of the crime were often not 
reported in the victim’s own words – perhaps 
because victims with communication disability 
may have restricted vocabulary and require 
a much longer time to explain what they 
mean. Participants argued that perpetrators 
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were hardly ever prosecuted in cases where 

the victim had a form of disability, even if 

police officers did take a statement. The 

role of psychologists and defence attorneys 

was explicitly mentioned, as they were often 

unwilling to let these cases proceed to the court 

phase: ‘The state psychologist determines if 

the child has a good cognitive level – and if 

the case will stand or not. So, it depends on 

the psychologist’s finding. I think that also is 

wrong – the law says you should not have sex 

with a person with disability who can’t talk and 

consent. The court fails these people and young 

children.’ According to participants, some 

defence attorneys tried to prove their client’s 

innocence by arguing that the perpetrator was 

not aware of the victim’s age or disability: ‘If a 

person is 18 and disabled, the defence attorney 

looks at any excuse. For example, [the defence 

attorney will say that] the perpetrator did not 

know that the client was underage or disabled. 

Again, justice is not served. The rights of the 

victim fall away.’

Participants mentioned that although families 

often agree to dispute resolution outside of 

court, this remedy usually brings little or no 

justice for the victims with a communication 

disability themselves. Police officers felt that 

the human rights of persons with disabilities 

in general, and those with a communication 

disability in particular, are often ignored. They 

explained: ‘[Agreement] is reached between 

the perpetrator and the victim’s family to pay 

the family not to report to the police. They do 

nothing to help the child that was raped.’ The 

families may benefit from alternative dispute 

resolution (for example, involving a payment), 

but the remedy has no clear benefits for 

the victim. This bleak outlook affects the 

motivation of police officers to attempt 

proper statement-taking from persons with a 

communication disability. 

Discussion

Ensuring access to justice for all is the first 
step in the justice process. Pre-statements 
typically culminate in sworn statements and 
constitute evidence presented during courtroom 
proceedings, prosecution, and sentencing.39 
Unless credible statements are taken, victims 
with communication disorders are revictimised. 
Our study highlights the challenges faced by 
South African police officers in the FCS units 
when taking statements from victims with 
communication disabilities in work contexts 
characterised by limited resources and 
pessimism about their ability to achieve justice 
for these individuals.

In line with international literature, findings 
from this study identified language barriers 
related to receptive (understanding) and 
expressive language (typically spoken 
language/speech) arising from different 
disorders (such as traumatic brain injury, autism 
spectrum disorder, intellectual disability or 
physical disability) as significant.40 Since some 
disabilities causing communication disability 
are not visible (e.g., deafness), police officers 
struggle to identify such disabilities correctly. 
Unintelligible speech and limited vocabulary 
may also cause affected individuals not to be 
taken seriously, exacerbating the difficulties 
in statement-taking.41 Police officers should 
ask the right questions to obtain a reliable 
response, such as asking the victim to 
demonstrate how they communicate ‘yes’ and 
‘no’, and determine the easiest way of eliciting 
information from these victims.42

Misinterpreting a person’s communication 
disability as an intellectual disability may lead 
police officers to use more basic interviewing 
methods, such as fewer questions and 
predominantly closed-ended questions. This 
may contribute to no statement being taken or 
incomplete information gathered from victims 
with a communication disability, which could 
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compromise the apprehension and prosecution 

of perpetrators.43 

Findings showed that communication 

challenges were exacerbated by language 

barriers resulting from limited education and 

lack of English proficiency, the predominant 

language used in the criminal justice system. 

This has a direct bearing on victims’ human 

and language rights, as many individuals who 

enter the South African judicial system do not 

speak English.44 The language and concepts 

involved in the statement process may deter 

persons with a communication disability as they 

may not fully understand what is expected of 

them. Police officers argued that victims’ lack 

of knowledge of the appropriate terminology 

complicates statement-taking. In some cases, 

police officers opted to replace the terms used 

by the victim (for example, ‘my peepee’) with the 

correct anatomical terminology (penis), resulting 

in the statement losing credibility during cross-

examination. Restricted vocabulary is often part 

of limited expressive language and may suggest 

a broader communication disability.

Police officers also reported barriers induced 

by the lack of available resources, such as 

staffing constraints within the FCS units and 

limited access to interpreters, intermediaries 

and other service providers like social workers. 

Interestingly, speech-language therapists 

were not explicitly mentioned despite being 

an obvious choice as support professionals in 

the case of communication disability. This is 

probably due to the limited number of speech-

language therapists in South Africa.45 Police 

officers were frustrated by a lack of information 

about the criminal justice process that is 

available to persons with a communication 

disability. At the same time, victims and their 

families experienced frustration about not being 

fully informed of the progress of their cases.46 

These factors negatively affected service 

delivery and led to less favourable outcomes 

– not only for police officers but also for the 
victims and families. 

Negative attitudes towards persons with 
a communication disability stem from 
general ignorance about disability and a 
lack of understanding of the needs of these 
individuals.47 These negative attitudes hamper 
interaction not only between persons with 
disability and the community in which they 
reside but also with the police. Myths that 
prevail around the sexuality of women with 
disabilities (being ‘child-like’ or ‘children 
forever’) make them prime targets for 
paedophile perpetrators.48

Findings also showed that perpetrators often 
persuade families not to report cases involving 
persons with communication and intellectual 
disabilities. This type of alternative restitution, 
which typically involves money, gifts or 
food, is described in the literature as tricking 
parents into coercion not to report the crime.49 
Moreover, persons with a communication 
disability may not fully comprehend their 
situation and struggle to indicate that they 
require help.50

Police officers often lacked access to a 
victim-friendly room to take a statement 
in a private, non-threatening environment 
without disturbances. Such rooms have 
helped build rapport with victims, resulting 
in a more credible statement.51 Since many 
crimes perpetrated against persons with a 
communication disability are sexual offences, 
police officers understand the importance of 
building rapport with the victims, being patient, 
listening effectively and communicating at the 
victim’s level of understanding.  

The knowledge and skill barriers identified may 
result from police officers not being trained on 
how to approach and interact with persons 
with a communication disability, as has been 
reported in both international and South 
African studies.52 These barriers hinder the 
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evidence collection from the victim, resulting 
in an incomplete statement and the case not 
proceeding through the criminal justice system. 
It is a vicious cycle that creates a negative 
self-fulfilling prophecy: police officers expect 
that a statement taken from a person with 
a communication disability will not lead to a 
successful conviction, and they, therefore, 
do not spend extra time on taking a credible 
statement. Poor quality statements do not 
yield successful outcomes, as the presiding 
officer cannot rely on them. This vicious cycle 
furthermore leads to reluctance by persons with 
a communication disability to give a statement, 
as they also perceive it as a futile exercise. 

Police officers suggested that training on 
disability generally, and communication 
disability specifically, could enable them to 
better assist affected individuals who report 
being a victim of crime. This can assist police 
officers to overcome some of the multifaceted 
barriers experienced by both the person with a 
communication disability reporting a crime and 
the police officer taking their statement.53

Furthermore, police officers complained about 
a lack of qualified professionals to prosecute 
cases. Many defence attorneys regard cases 
involving victims with a communication disability 
as false complaints or as subjective evaluations 
and interpretations of the reported crimes.54 
Persons with a communication disability 
are often deemed unreliable witnesses, and 
because of this misperception, many cases do 
not go to court.55 Police officers also reported 
that victims’ rights and dignity were ignored, 
those reporting a crime were treated without 
sensitivity, and they were not informed about 
their rights and how to exercise them (including 
for example, testifying in camera). 

Taking statements and writing reports are a 
vital part of policing.56 Police statements are 
scrutinised more than any other document 
in police officers’ line of duty. Thus, effective 

statement-taking and report writing involve 
organising and expressing the facts pertaining to 
each case. A total word picture needs to be put 
on paper so that the incident is clear, accurate, 
complete, and written in easily understood 
English.57 A credible statement will facilitate the 
victim's participation in the legal proceedings, 
while statements that are called into question 
might result in unsuccessful prosecution.58 

Building police competence requires career-
long learning and development. A part of this 
process involves equipping police officers with 
the necessary knowledge and skills to work 
with persons with disability. This will allow 
them to make reasonable adjustments when 
communicating with such victims, resulting in 
credible statements. 

Strengths and limitations

This study adds to the literature by obtaining 
police officers' perspectives on the challenges 
of taking statements from persons with 
communication disability from a middle-income 
country. These may mirror those of police in low-
resource contexts. 

The participants were selected from two FCS 
units in comparable geographical areas. The 
similarity of their responses indicates that they 
probably had standard practices for coping with 
such encounters based on the local operating 
culture. While the information from the two 
groups impacted the data dependability positively 
(due to data convergence), future studies could 
seek to obtain more divergent opinions. 

Participation was non-compulsory and police 
officers’ involvement was based on their 
interest and availability. Therefore, frequent 
court appearances, annual leave, sick leave, or 
other competing activities may have affected 
participation. The data may also have been 
positively skewed because only police officers 
interested in communication disability might have 
participated. Moreover, using focus groups to 
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collect data (rather than individual interviews) 
might have reduced participation due to the 
hierarchical nature of the police service and 
the dynamics of having senior officers in the 
same group as juniors. This was addressed 
at the start of the focus groups when the 
researcher explained that all input was equally 
important, irrespective of the participant’s rank 
or seniority. The discussions showed that there 
was mutual respect and strong collegial support 
between all police officers, acknowledging the 
challenging work they engage in daily. Police 
officers afterwards expressed their gratitude 
at being offered the opportunity to share their 
concerns and express the difficulties they 
experienced in providing services to persons 
with communication difficulties. This underlined 
the importance they attached to the matter. 

Suggestions for practice

The current study suggests that police officers 
would benefit from training on communicating 
with persons with communication disabilities, 
as this would assist in more credible 
statements taken from these victims. Training 
programmes on disability sensitivity should 
be incorporated into the initial training of new 
recruits and become part of the ongoing 
professional development of in-service police 
officers. This could raise their awareness of 
the difficulties encountered by persons with a 
communication disability when they attempt to 
access police services. 

Shorter-term training programmes could focus 
on honing specific skills regarding victims with 
a communication disability (such as taking their 
statements) or executing policies to support 
them. A person with a communication disability 
could be a co-trainer to ensure first-hand 
experience interacting with such individuals. 

Conclusion

Police officers experienced challenges in 
taking credible statements from victims with 

communication disability. They also felt ill-

equipped to interact with and support these 

individuals to proceed through the judicial 

process to a conviction stage successfully. 

Participants’ inability to take statements from 

victims with a communication disability led to 

mutual frustration – families felt that they were 

not receiving justice, while police officers felt that 

they could not perform their duties effectively. 

The fact that they did not know sign language 

(or other forms of augmentative and alternative 

communication) led to frustration, anger and 

disappointment for both the victim and SAPS.  

From the first contact with the justice system (in 

other words, when the crime is reported at the 

local police station), partnerships between the 

family and the police need to be built to address 

the challenges identified by this exploratory 

study. Such partnerships will strengthen the 

capacity of police officers and ensure that all 

persons, including victims with a communication 

disability, are afforded fundamental access to 

quality and fair law enforcement services.

Finally, training was identified as critical 

for all police officers working in FCS units. 

Participants felt that disability training should 

be a compulsory course for all police in FCS 

units to enable them to assist persons with 

disabilities, especially those who cannot 

communicate verbally. 
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