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Abstract: This case study on the terrorist attack at Brussels Airport on 
March 22, 2016, explores the experiences of police officers concerning (a) 
their coping strategies after the terrorist attack and (b) the (in)formal 
workplace social support that affects their resilience. A qualitative, explor-
atory research method was used to answer the research questions, con-
sisting of a content analysis of the police organization, participant obser-
vation, and 31 in-depth interviews with police officers who were on active 
duty during the terrorist attack. This research shows that the interviewed 
police officers primarily adopt engagement coping strategies after the ter-
rorist attack. The most cited one is talking to others, followed by engaging 
in positive action, behavioral distraction, self-evaluation, positive self-talk, 
and emotional numbing. Second, this study revealed that (in)formal work-
place social support plays a significant role in fostering police officers’ re-
silience after a terrorist attack. Informally, getting acknowledged for the 
efforts made during the terrorist attack and for psychological loss after-
ward is crucial in this process. Besides, emotional support from both col-
leagues and supervisors is identified as essential. However, the ruling 
‘macho’ culture within the police organization is perceived as hampering 
to talk freely about emotions. Formally, respondents place emphasis on a 
proper debriefing and a well-organized, easily accessible psychological af-
tercare. This scientific contribution provides insight into the best practices 
the police organization can apply to promote its employees’ resilience and 
performance. 
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Introduction 

The terrorist attack at Brussels Airport on March 22, 2016 (22/3), when terrorists 
committed a suicide bombing, caused 12 deaths and injured nearly 100 people. 
Police officers (PO) rushed to the scene within minutes, searching for survivors, 
evacuating victims, guarding the perimeter of the disaster site, and eventually 
seeking bodies and body parts. A highly traumatic incident such as this can cause 
severe stress to the involved PO and pose threats to their mental health.1,2 None-
theless, research evidence has shown that PO exhibit diverse reactions after po-
tentially traumatic events (PTE). Only a minority develops post-traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD) symptoms, going from 7 to 19 percent,3 while most PO demon-
strate resilient trajectories, ranging from 76.7 to 88.1 percent.4,5,6 Although most 
research has focused on the development of pathology, it is of great interest to 
gain insight into the factors that foster the resilience of PO. In this research area, 
scholars mainly emphasize the relationship between resilience and personality 

 
1  Oluyinka Ojedokun and Shyngle K. Balogun, “The Costs of Policing: Psychosocial 

Capital and Mental Health Outcomes in a Nigeria Police Sample,” The Spanish Journal 
of Psychology 18 (2015), https://doi.org/10.1017/sjp.2015.76. 

2  Chengmei Yuan, Zhen Wang, Sabra S. Inslicht, Shannon E. McCaslin, Thomas J. Metzler, 
Clare Henn-Haase, Brigitte A. Apfel, Huiqi Tong, Thomas C. Neylan, Yiru Fang, and 
Charles R. Marmard, “Protective Factors for Posttraumatic Stress Disorder Symptoms 
in a Prospective Study of Police Officers,” Psychiatry Research 188, no. 1 (2012): 45-50. 

3  Ingrid V.E. Carlier, R.D. Lamberts, and B.P.R. Gersons, Ingrijpende gebeurtenissen in 
politiewerk (Arnhem: Gouda Quint, 1994). 

4  Rosemarie M. Bowler, Matthew Harris, Jiehui Li, Vihra Gocheva, Steven D. Stellman, 
Katherine Wilson, Howard Alper, Ralf Schwarzer, and James E. Cone, “Longitudinal 
Mental Health Impact among Police Responders to the 9/11 Terrorist Attack,” Ameri-
can Journal of Industral Medicine 55, no. 4 (2012): 297-312. 

5  Isaac R. Galatzer-Levy, Anita Madan, Thomas C. Neylan, Clare Henn-Haase, and Charles 
R. Marmar, “Peritraumatic and Trait Dissociation Differentiate Police Officers with Re-
silient versus Symptomatic Trajectories of Posttraumatic Stress Symptoms,” Journal of 
Traumatic Stress 24, no. 5 (2011): 557-565. 

6  Robert H. Pietrzak, Adriana Feder, R. Singh, et al., “Trajectories of PTSD Risk and Resili-
ence in World Trade Center Responders: An 8-year Prospective Cohort Study,” Psycho-
logical Medicine 44, no. 1 (2014): 205-219. 
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factors,7 access to social support networks,8,9 and coping strategies.10 Moreover, 
most studies focus on these domains separately, while resilience is a dynamic 
multi-dimensional construct that is influenced by a wide range of factors such as 
culture, personality, peer support, and the work environment.11 These findings 
lead to the identification of several research gaps. First, there is a dearth of liter-
ature examining the role of the police organization itself as hampering or foster-
ing the resilience of its employees. Yet, studying this particular research field is 
of great interest as previous research shows that a socially supportive environ-
ment fosters resilience after PTE.12,13 Second, mainly quantitative cross-sectional 
designs are applied to study resilience of PO.14 However, qualitative research 
methods may have an added value as they depict perceptions and underlying 
processes influencing resilience.15 Finally, research on the resilience of PO is 
mainly conducted in Anglo-Saxon countries. Insights in the European context are 
rare, especially when it concerns high-impact incidents such as terrorism. 

The present study aims to understand the support processes that potentially 
promote resilience. A qualitative approach is used to explore and comprehend 

 
7  Julio F.P. Peres, Bernd Foerster, Leandro G. Santana, Mauricio Domingues Fereira, An-

tonia G. Nasello, Mariângela Savoia, Alexander Moreira-Almeida, and Henrique Leder-
man, “Police Officers Under Attack: Resilience Implications of an fMRI Study,” Journal 
of Psychiatric Research 45, no. 6 (2011): 727-734; Ojedokun and Balogun, “The Costs 
of Policing.” 

8  Terri Adams, Leigh Anderson, Milanika Turner, and Jonathan Armstrong, “Coping 
through a Disaster: Lessons from Hurricane Katrina,” Journal of Homeland Security 
and Emergency Management 8, no. 1 (2011), https://doi.org/10.2202/1547-
7355.1836;  

9  Ralf Schwarzer, Rosemarie M. Bowler, and James E. Cone, “Social Integration Buffers 
Stress in New York Police after the 9/11 Terrorist Attack,” Anxiety, Stress, and Coping 
27, no. 1 (2014): 18-26, https://doi.org/10.1080/10615806.2013.806652. 

10  Gemma M. Balmer, Julie Ann Pooley, and Lynne Cohen, “Psychological Resilience of 
Western Australian Police Officers: Relationship between Resilience, Coping Style, 
Psychological Functioning and Demographics,” Police Practice and Research 15, no. 4 
(2013): 270-282; Adams, et al., “Coping through a Disaster.” 

11  Vanessa A.S. Laureys and Marleen Easton, “Resilience of Public and Private Security 
Providers: A State-of-the-Art Literature Review,” Policing: An International Journal 42, 
no. 2 (2018): 126-140. 

12  Charles R. Marmar, Shannon E. McCaslin, Thomas J. Metzler, et al., “Predictors of Post-
traumatic Stress in Police and other First Responders,” Annals New York Academy of 
Sciences 18, no. 1 (2006), https://doi.org/10.1196/annals.1364.001. 

13  Gabriele Prati and Luca Pietrantoni, “Risk and Resilience Factors among Italian 
Municipal Police Officers Exposed to Critical Incidents,” Journal of Police and Criminal 
Psychology 25, no. 1 (2010): 27-33. 

14  Laureys and Easton, “Resilience of Public and Private Security Providers.” 
15  Rachel Evans, Nancy Pistrang, and Jo Billings, “Police Officer’s Experiences of Support-

ive and Unsupportive Social Interactions Following Traumatic Incidents,” European 
Journal of Psychotraumatology 4, no. 1 (2013), https://doi.org/10.3402/ejpt.v4i0.196 
96. 

https://doi.org/10.3402/ejpt.v4i0.19696
https://doi.org/10.3402/ejpt.v4i0.19696
https://doi.org/10.3402/ejpt.v4i0.19696
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the experiences of the PO who were on active duty during the terrorist attack at 
Brussels Airport on 22/3. More specifically, this research is based on two ques-
tions: (1) What are the applied coping strategies of PO regarding the terrorist 
attack of 22/3 and (2) Which formal and informal workplace social support is 
perceived as affecting police officers’ resilience in the aftermath of 22/3? 

Theoretical Considerations 

Defining Resilience 

Since the concept of resilience has been brought to attention in various academic 
fields in the past few decades, scholars have attempted to unravel the processes 
that explain how certain people thrive in the face of adversity while others strug-
gle and develop psychological problems.16,17 This shift towards a solution-fo-
cused approach centered on positive aims, protective factors, and adaptive ca-
pacities also occurred in research on the mental health of PO when they experi-
ence stressful situations. Several studies provide growing evidence that PO 
demonstrate resilient behavior in the face of adversity.18 However, there is no 
consensus among scholars on how to conceptualize resilience.19 Moreover, a 
clear-cut definition of resilience in the research field of PO is still lacking.20 

Based on the work of Paton, Violanti and Smith 
21 and Bogaerts,22 in this arti-

cle, resilience is defined as “a person’s ability to draw upon individual, inter-re-
lational and organizational resources to cope and bounce back or develop from 
the confrontation with potentially traumatic events and keep functioning ade-
quately afterwards.” 

 
16  Ann S. Masten, “Resilience in Children Threatened by Extreme Adversity: Frameworks 

for Research Practice and Translational Synergy,” Development and Psychopathology 
3, no. 2 (2011): 493-506, https://doi.org/10.1017/s0954579411000198. 

17  Steven M. Southwick, George A. Bonanno, Ann S. Masten, Catherine Panter-Brick, and 
Rachel Yehuda, “Resilience Definitions, Theory and Challenges: Interdisciplinary Per-
spectives,” European Journal of Psychotraumatology 5, no. 1 (2014), 25338, 
https://doi.org/10.3402/ejpt.v5.25338. 

18  Bowler, et al., “Longitudinal Mental Health Impact”; Galatzer-Levy, et al., “Peritrau-
matic and Trait Dissociation Differentiate Police Officers”; Pietrzak, et al., “Trajectories 
of PTSD Risk and Resilience.” 

19  Gemma Aburn, Merryn Gott, and Karen Hoare, “What is Resilience? An Integrative 
Review of the Empirical Literature,” Journal of Advanced Nursing 72, no. 5 (2016): 980-
1000, https://doi.org/10.1111/jan.12888. 

20  Laureys and Easton, “Resilience of Public and Private Security Providers.” 
21  Douglas Paton, John M. Violanti, and Leigh M. Smith, Promoting Capabilities to Man-

age Posttraumatic Stress: Perspectives on Resilience (Springfield, IL: Charles C. Thom-
as, 2003). 

22  Stefan Bogaerts, Literatuuronderzoek naar professionele weerbaarheid bij politieper-
soneel (Tilburg, Netherlands: Tilburg University, 2013). 
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The Concept of Coping in the Aftermath of PTE 

The resilience process is facilitated by the use of coping strategies.23 Coping can 
be defined as “a stabilizing factor that can help individuals maintain psychologi-
cal adaptation during stressful periods; it encompasses cognitive and behavioral 
efforts to reduce or eliminate stressful conditions and associated emotional dis-
tress.” 

24 Coping is a complex, dynamic process that depends on the interaction 
between the person and the environment. This means that the appraisal of 
stressful situations and coping strategies can change over time and depending 
on the situation.25  

There are numerous ways to cope with adversity. Skinner and co-authors dis-
tinguished 400 ways of coping and over 100 ways to categorize coping strategies 
in their review.26 The lack of consensus in identifying the core categories of cop-
ing among scholars makes it challenging to create a cohesive image of the con-
struct of coping.27 This research uses the classification of engagement coping and 
disengagement coping to reveal the coping strategies that PO rely on in the af-
termath of 22/3. Engagement coping intends to deal with the stressor or related 
emotions.28 These types of coping strategies tend to moderate the psychological 
harm that can be caused by PTE.29 Examples of engagement coping strategies 
that are frequently used by PO are the use of humor,30 spirituality/ religious cop-
ing,31 acceptance of the situation,32 and ventilating with peers.33 However, en-

 
23  David Fletcher and Mustafa Sarkar, “Psychological Resilience: A Review and Critique 

of Definitions, Concepts and Theory,” European Psychologist 18, no. 1 (2013): 12-23, 
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1027/1016-9040/a000124; Adams, et al., “Coping 
through a Disaster.” 

24  Charles J. Holahan, Rudolf H. Moos, and Jeanne A. Schaefer, “Coping, Stress Re-
sistance, and Growth: Conceptualizing Adaptve Functioning,” in Handbook of Coping: 
Theory, Research, Applications, ed. Moshe Zeidner and Norman S. Endler (New York: 
John Wiley, 1996), 24-43, quote on p. 25. 

25  Susan Folkman and Judith Tedlie Moskowitz, “Coping: Pitfalls and Promise,” Annual 
Review of Psychology 55 (2004): 745-774, https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.5 
5.090902.141456. 

26  Ellen A. Skinner, Kathleen Edge, Jeffrey Altman, and Hayley Sherwood, “Searching for 
the Structure of Coping: A Review and Critique of Category Systems for Classifying 
Ways of Coping,” Psychological Bulletin 129, no. 2 (2003): 216-269, https://doi.org/ 
10.1037/0033-2909.129.2.216. 

27  Skinner, et al., “Searching for the Structure of Coping.” 
28  Charles S. Carver and Jennifer Connor-Smith, “Personality and coping,” The Annual 

Review of Psychology 61 (2010): 679-704. 
29  Holahan, Moos, and Schaefer, “Coping, Stress Resistance, and Growth.” 
30  Evans, Pistrang, and Billings, “Police Officer’s Experiences.” 
31 Peres, et al., “Police Officers Under Attack.” 
32  Allison Crowe, J. Scott Glass, Mandee F. Lancaster, Justin M. Raines, Megan R. Waggy, 

“A Content Analysis of Psychological Resilience among First Responders and the Gen-
eral Population,” SAGE Open 1 (2017), https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244017698530. 

33  Schwarzer, Bowler, and Cone, “Social Integration Buffers Stress.” 

https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.55.090902.141456
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.55.090902.141456
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.psych.55.090902.141456
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.129.2.216
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.129.2.216
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.129.2.216
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gagement coping strategies are not always beneficial: for example, cognitive 
coping strategies such as introspectively reflecting on the incident or self-blame 
appear to be risk factors for developing post-traumatic stress symptoms.34  

Disengagement coping strategies aim at escaping threats or related emo-
tions. They are generally associated with increased mental health problems as it 
changes nothing about the threat’s existence and its eventual impact.35 How-
ever, there is growing evidence that they prove to be helpful at some point. In 
this regard, emotional distancing or psychological numbing can be an adaptive 
mechanism in high-risk professions.36,37 It allows the PO to “get the job done” 
and stay focused.38 This avoidant behavior can be temporarily functional to re-
duce early hyperarousal levels and regain control of yourself and the situation. 

However, this notion of “taking a break” is contrary to the persistent effort 
at defending against negative affect. In the long term, these kinds of coping strat-
egies do not contribute to PO’s mental health.39 

Workplace Social Support as a Coping Resource 

While coping strategies emphasize what people do when they deal with PTE, 
coping resources refer to what is available to facilitate and influence coping re-
sponses. Hart and Cooper define coping resources as “any characteristic of the 
person or the environment that can be used during the coping process.” 

40 Indi-
viduals with increased access to personal and environmental resources are more 
likely to apply engagement coping and less likely to rely on disengagement cop-

 
34  Leigh S. Blaney, “Beyond ‘Knee Jerk’ Reaction: CISM as a Health Promotion Construct,” 

The Irish Journal of Psychology 30, no. 1 (2009): 37-57; Eric C. Meyer, Rose Zimering, 
Erin Daly, Jeffrey Knight, Barbara W. Kamholz, and Suzy Bird Gulliver, “Predictors of 
Posttraumatic Stress Disorder and Other Psychological Symptoms in Trauma-exposed 
Firefighters,” Psychological Services 9, no. 1 (2012), https://doi.org/10.1037/a0026 
414. 

35  Carver and Connor-Smith, “Personality and Coping”; Holahan, Moos, and Schaefer, 
“Coping, Stress Resistance, and Growth.” 

36  Karin G. Coifman, George A. Bonanno, Rebecca D. Ray, and James J. Gross, “Does Re-
pressive Coping Promote Resilience? Affective-Autonomic Response Discrepancy dur-
ing Bereavement,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 92, no. 4 (2007): 745-
758, https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.92.4.745. 

37  Cheryl Regehr, Gerald Goldberg, and Judy Hughes, “Exposure to Human Tragedy, 
Empathy and Trauma in Ambulance Paramedics,” American Journal of Orthopsychiatry 
72, no. 4 (2002): 505-513, https://doi.org/10.1037/0002-9432.72.4.505. 

38  Crowe, et al., “A Content Analysis of Psychological Resilience.” 
39  Miranda Olff, Willie Langeland, and Berthold P.R. Gersons, “Effects of Appraisal and 

Coping on the Neuroendocrine Response to Extreme Stress,” Neuroscience and Biobe-
havioral Reviews 29 (2005): 457-467, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neubiorev.2004.12.0 
06. 

40  Peter M. Hart and Cary L. Cooper, “Occupational Stress: Toward a More Integrated 
Framework,” in Handbook of Industrial, Work and Organizational Psychology, vol.2 – 
Organizational Psychology, ed. Neil Anderson, Deniz S. Ones, Handan Kepir Sinangil, 
and Chockalingam Viswesvaran (London: Sage, 2001), 93–114, quote on p. 97. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/a0026414
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0026414
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0026414
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neubiorev.2004.12.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neubiorev.2004.12.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.neubiorev.2004.12.006
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ing strategies.41 Higher resource levels are related to better psychological out-
comes, more active goal-directed behavior, and better problem-solving skills in 
stressful situations.42 

This research focusses on the organizational resources that PO rely on after 
22/3, specifically workplace social support. Previous research shows that an or-
ganization’s characteristics have a distinct impact on how PO experience, inter-
pret and respond to PTE.43,44,45 A substantial amount of research has been con-
ducted on the role of organizational stressors 

46 and their relationship with men-
tal health problems of PO. However, relatively little research has been carried 
out regarding the resources provided by the police organization and their effects 
on PO’ resilience.47 Nonetheless, unraveling these resources is of great interest 
as they guide PO’ coping strategies in PTE’s aftermath. 

This study emphasizes workplace social support as organizational resource 
after PTE. Workplace social support can be defined as “interacting with others in 
such a way as to satisfy one’s basic social needs for affiliation, affect, belonging, 
identity, security, and approval.” 

48 Workplace social support is situated in inter-
action with colleagues, supervisors, and the organization as such. It can be di-

 
41  Holahan, Moos, and Schaefer, “Coping, Stress Resistance, and Growth.” 
42  Stevan E. Hobfoll, “Social and Psychological Resources and Adaptation,” Review of 

General Psychology 6, no. 4 (2002): 307-324, https://doi.org/10.1037/1089-2680.6. 
4.307. 

43  Lynne M. Huddleston, Douglas Paton, and Christine Stephens, “Conceptualizing Trau-
matic Stress in Police Officers: Preemployment, Critical Incident and Organizational 
Influences,” Traumatology 12, no. 3 (2006): 170-177, https://doi.org/10.1177/153476 
5606294911. 

44  Douglas Paton, John M. Violanti, Karena Burke, and Anne Gehrke, Traumatic Stress in 
Police Officers: A Career-length Assessment from Recruitment to Retirement (Spring-
field, IL: Charles C. Thomas, 2009). 

45  John M. Violanti, Luenda E. Charles, Erin McCanlies, Tara A. Hartley, Penelope Baugh-
man, Michael E. Andrew, Desta Fekedulegn, Claudia C. Ma, Anna Mnatsakanova, and 
Cecil M. Burchfiel, “Police Stressors and Health: A State-of-the-Art Review,” Policing 
40, no. 4 (2017): 642-656. 

46  See, for example, Paula Brough, “Comparing the Influence of Traumatic and Organi-
zational Stressors on the Psychological Health of Police, Fire, and Ambulance Officers,” 
International Journal of Stress Management 11, no. 3 (2004): 227-244, 
https://doi.org/10.1037/1072-5245.11.3.227; Jon M. Shane, “Organizational Stressors 
and Police Performance,” Journal of Criminal Justice 38, no. 4 (2010): 807-818, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jcrimjus.2010.05.008; Peter G. van der Velden, Rolf Kleber, 
Linda Grievink, and Joris C. Yzermans, “Confrontations with Aggression and Mental 
Health Problems in Police Officers: The Role of Organizational Stressors, Life-events 
and Previous Mental Health Problems,” Psychological Trauma: Theory, Research, 
Practice, and Policy 2, no. 2 (2010): 135-144, https://doi.org/10.1037/a0019158. 

47  Hart and Cooper, “Occupational Stress: Toward a More Integrated Framework.” 
48  Miguel Bernabé and Jose Botia, “Resilience as a Mediator in Emotional Social Sup-

port’s Relationship with Occupational Psychology Health in Firefighters,” Journal of 
Health Psychology 21, no. 8 (2016): 1778–1786, quote on p. 1779, https://doi.org/ 
10.1177/1359105314566258. 

https://doi.org/10.1037/1089-2680.6.4.307
https://doi.org/10.1037/1089-2680.6.4.307
https://doi.org/10.1037/1089-2680.6.4.307
https://doi.org/10.1177/1534765606294911
https://doi.org/10.1177/1534765606294911
https://doi.org/10.1177/1534765606294911
https://doi.org/10.1177/1359105314566258
https://doi.org/10.1177/1359105314566258
https://doi.org/10.1177/1359105314566258
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vided into four categories, namely informational, emotional, instrumental, and 
appraisal support.49 First, informational support can be defined as the advice, 
guidance, or suggestions one gives to another in a stressful period. Second, emo-
tional support involves the provision of caring, empathy, and trust. Third, instru-
mental support is the provision of tangible aid, goods, and services, such as train-
ing, education, and equipment. Fourth, appraisal support involves communi-
cating or providing information that is relevant to self-evaluation. 

Research Method 

Study Design 

A qualitative, exploratory research method was used to answer the research 
questions, with a triangulation of several research techniques. First, a content 
analysis was conducted, consisting of the study of policy documents and reports 
of meetings. Second, preliminary conversations with eleven key figures from 
within the organization were administered to obtain more insight into the func-
tioning of the organization and the efforts it has made after 22/3. Third, partici-
pant observation of 112 hours was carried out (between October 2017 and De-
cember 2017), aiming to achieve insight into the organizational culture and 
structure and empathizing with the PO to gain trust. Finally, 31 semi-structured 
in-depth interviews were performed with PO who were on active duty during 
22/3. This approach allowed the authors to obtain an in-depth understanding of 
the opinions and experiences of the PO participating in this research. 

Participants and Sampling 

The aviation police at Brussels Airport (LPA BruNat) is a part of the Belgian Fed-
eral Police and provides the security at the largest airport in Belgium. This police 
force included 440 employees at the time of the research, of which approxi-
mately 200 worked during and in the aftermath of 22/3. There are no exact num-
bers available of PO who worked on 22/3. Theoretical sampling was applied to 
create as much variation as possible and to obtain rich cases.50,51 Four respond-
ents were recruited by sending an e-mail to all police force members, and fifteen 
by talking about the research during the participant observation. 

Furthermore, the researchers relied upon ‘gatekeepers’ to find more PO will-
ing to talk about their experiences of 22/3. This resulted in 16 extra respondents. 
The sample collected included 24 males and seven females, varying in rank, rang-
ing from assistant PO, police inspectors, chief-inspectors to commissioners. Ages 

 
49  Catherine Penny Hinson Langford, Juanita Bowsher, Joseph P. Maloney, and Patricia 

P. Lillis, “Social Support: A Conceptual Analysis,” Journal of Advanced Nursing 25, no. 1 
(1997): 95-100, https://doi.org/10.1046/j.1365-2648.1997.1997025095.x. 

50  Jaak Billiet and Hans Waege, eds., Een samenleving onderzocht. Methoden van sociaal-
wetenschappelijk onderzoek (Antwerpen: De Boeck, 2006). 

51  Tom Decorte and Damian Zaitch, D., Kwalitatieve methoden en technieken in de crimi-
nologie (Leuven: Acco, 2010). 
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varied between 27 and 58 years old, and years of service went from 4 up to 41 
years. 

Procedure 

Based on the content analysis, participant observation, and a literature review, 
the sensitizing concepts of the topic list were developed to guide the in-depth 
interviews. However, the flexible and open-ended nature of the interviews al-
lowed the respondents to discuss other topics related to the study. The inter-
views were conducted between December 2017 and April 2018, of which twenty 
at the airport and eleven at the respondents’ home or at the researcher’s office. 
The length of the interviews varied from 49 minutes to 129 minutes. 

Data Management and Analysis 

All of the interviews were audiotaped and transcribed verbatim. Data were or-
ganized, coded, and analyzed using the qualitative software program NVivo. The 
coding process was twofold: on the one hand, a deductive approach was used 
based on the sensitizing concepts of the topic list. On the other hand, new codes 
were developed inductively, starting from the data itself.52 Finally, codes were 
reclustered according to the detected key categories, which yielded the most 
important research findings. 

Ethical Considerations 

All respondents signed a consent form that outlined their rights during the re-
search, including the right not to answer questions and the possibility to with-
draw from the interview at any time. All identities were kept confidential and 
any information that could lead to the identification of the respondents was re-
moved from this article. Ethical approval was granted from the Ghent University 
Ethical Committee and the Belgian Federal Police. 

Results 

Coping Strategies in the Aftermath of 22/3 

All through the day of 22/3, nearly all respondents switched to automatic pilot, 
with a high focus on doing their jobs. At that point, there was no room for ac-
knowledging their own emotions. This section focuses on how PO dealt with 22/3 
afterward. Figure 1 summarizes the coping strategies that were addressed 
across the interviews. In addition, we discuss the effects of 22/3 on the personal 
and professional lives of the involved PO. 

 

 
52  Dimitri Mortelmans, Handboek kwalitatieve onderzoeksmethoden (Leuven: Acco, 

2007). 
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Figure 1: Coping Strategies Applied after March 22, 2016. 
 

Engagement Coping Strategies 

As a means of venting about the incident and/or feelings, talking with others was 
the most cited coping strategy among the respondents (see Figure 2). Support is 
primarily sought with colleagues. Second, partners are highlighted as being cru-
cial to rely on after 22/3. In the safety of their homes, respondents can show 
their vulnerability and emotions. On the other hand, some respondents are con-
cerned not to shock or upset their loved ones, making them reluctant to share 
details of their experiences. Respondents in relationships with another PO per-
ceived this as valuable because it helped them feel freed up to talk frankly. Third, 
some respondents counted on their close friends, mostly to find a distraction 
from negative thoughts. Fourth, several respondents turned to a professional 
counselor outside work: the general practitioner is perceived as a trusted person 
who introduces specialized assistance when necessary. Consulting a therapist is 
another well-used source of support: expressing emotions to a therapist in a 
neutral setting reduces the concern of risking to damage their career by showing 
vulnerability. On the other hand, some respondents felt restricted to share their 
stories because their therapist did not understand the ‘language’ of the police 
world well enough. Other difficulties were finding a therapist they connected 
with or somebody qualified enough in the subject of traumatology. Fifth, a sub-
stantial number of respondents relied on support organized at the workplace to 
vent their emotions or frustrations: fifteen respondents depended on the Stress 
team of the Federal Police,53 and thirteen PO found support with the psycholo-

 
53  A team of psychologists and social workers that assist PO psychologically when they 
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gist or victim assistant within their department. Finally, five respondents indi-
cated that they tended not to talk to peers or a professional counselor. They 
described themselves as ‘hardened’ by previous traumatic experiences at work 
and believed that therapy was not beneficial for them. They preferred to just 
“get on with the job” or process the incident by themselves. 

 

 

Figure 2: Sources of Social Support by Talking with Others. 
 
The second most cited coping strategy is engaging in positive action, such as 

addressing shortcomings or problems in the aftermath of 22/3 to the trade union 
or staff management. This enabled some respondents to place a positive value 
on a negative event. Furthermore, writing down experiences and feelings helped 
restructure thoughts and empowered some respondents to distance. Addition-
ally, reminiscing about the attack by going back to the crime scene, re-watching 
videos, or fact-checking with peers helped to find closure. 

Third, both behavioral distraction and self-evaluation are frequently applied 
coping strategies. Engaging in relaxing activities such as playing sports, taking a 
vacation, meditating, or going out helps to blow off steam and escape from a 
spiral of negative thoughts. Focusing on positive activities generates renewed 
energy. When making a self-evaluation of 22/3, eight respondents struggled with 
feelings of self-blame and guilt, having the idea that they failed the victims. 
These negative ideas are diminished by getting acknowledged for their efforts by 
colleagues, superiors, or the victims themselves. On the other hand, four other 
respondents explicitly declared feeling good about their response to 22/3. They 
stipulated to have done everything they could within their own potential and 
give meaning to their actions by concluding they made a positive contribution to 
the whole. 
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Fourth, several respondents addressed positive self-talk as an efficient coping 
strategy. Looking realistically at the situation, reminding themselves things could 
be worse, and reflecting on the good things in life builds acceptance and enabled 
the respondents to move on with their lives. 

Afterwards, I watched a documentary on 9/11. Then I think that was 1000 
times worse, and those guys also moved on. (R1) 

Finally, continuing to work appeared to be important for nine respondents, 
especially for those who are single. Staying at home has a distressing effect and 
provokes negative thinking. Working offered them a distraction, created a cer-
tain routine, and the opportunity to ventilate with peers. 

Disengagement Coping Strategies 

A regularly adopted disengagement coping strategy is emotional numbing. Sev-
eral respondents consciously detached from their feelings and avoided thoughts 
about the magnitude of 22/3 in order to protect themselves against overwhelm-
ing emotions. This kind of distancing enabled them to continue with their daily 
activities. However, in most cases, these blocked emotions emerged after the 
confrontation with certain triggers, going from weeks to several years after 22/3. 
Those who have not experienced this were concerned to ‘crash’ sooner or later. 

The day after the attack, the psychologist came by and I thought, “What are 
you doing here with me? I don’t need this; I’ll get over it myself. By continuing 
to work, this will pass.” But that wasn’t the case. I was able to push these 
feelings away for several months, but then the lights went out. And I com-
pletely crashed. (R28) 

Second, several respondents mentioned using behavioral avoidance strate-
gies, such as avoiding any kind of news about 22/3. Moreover, two PO avoided 
the airport after 22/3, and two others withdrew from social life. 

There is little notification of the (ab)use of substances in the aftermath of 
22/3. Only one respondent declared starting to drink heavily shortly afterward 
as a reaction to strong emotions. Four other respondents mentioned using calm-
ing or sleeping medication for a short period of time but indicated being con-
cerned about becoming dependent on it. 

Effects on Personal and Professional Life 

22/3 affected the lives of all respondents, both personally and professionally. 
Ten respondents explicitly reported that 22/3 affected them more profoundly 
than other PTE because it took place in their own work environment. 

The big difference is that it took place in our own workplace. That makes it 
more confronting. When you go to a murder scene somewhere else, that’s 
further away from your personal life. Now it was in our own territory. Our 
own colleagues. A colleague who lost his leg makes it entirely different. (R19) 

Nearly all respondents indicated to show post-traumatic stress symptoms af-
ter 22/3, such as sleeping problems, physical exhaustion, concentration prob-
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lems, anxiety, and re-experiencing the attack. In most cases, these symptoms 
disappeared after several weeks. 

Most respondents said they were hyper-vigilant at work the first weeks after 
22/3, which faded away after a period of time. However, fifteen respondents 
developed continuous alertness for terrorism-related signs at the airport, which 
is experienced as very exhausting and distressing. Furthermore, nine respond-
ents felt unsafe while at work and tried to avoid certain places such as the de-
parture hall. The same kind of behavior is reported in private situations: fifteen 
respondents were more cautious and suspicious in public spaces such as concert 
halls, cinemas, or malls. Furthermore, nine respondents admitted to being fre-
quently insensitive and unkind towards their loved ones at home and stated that 
there is a clear distinction between their functioning before and after 22/3. For 
three respondents, 22/3 has been an important factor for the end of their rela-
tionship. 

I always say… there is your life, family and job from before the attack, and 
there is the one after the attack. (R26) 

On the other hand, 22/3 established both personal and professional growth: 
half of the respondents mentioned to appreciate life more. They focus on what 
truly matters and enjoy the little things in life, such as love, laughter, compan-
ionship, and being in nature. Furthermore, they put things more into perspec-
tive, show more empathy, and reflect more on their job performance, which 
gives them an improved sense of control in other critical situations. 

Organizational Resources in the Aftermath of the Terrorist Attack 

Formal Workplace Social Support 

Emotional support. Most respondents were satisfied with the psychological sup-
port provided by the organization. Fifteen respondents relied on the Stressteam 
of the Federal Police, six went to see the psychologist at LPA BruNat, and seven 
respondents turned to the victim assistant of LPA BruNat. The individual contacts 
with the members of the Stressteam were mainly positive: because of their 
knowledge of police work, respondents generally had a good connection with 
them and felt free to talk. Furthermore, it was appreciated that they were avail-
able practically immediately after 22/3, easily approachable, and that they took 
the initiative to contact the PO frequently. However, a couple of months later, 
the members of the Stressteam withdrew from LPA BruNat. Several respondents 
with delayed post-traumatic symptoms experienced a high threshold and felt 
ashamed to contact the Stressteam themselves. Moreover, speaking up and 
showing vulnerability was perceived as risky by some respondents because it 
could be passed to staff management and negatively influence their careers. Fur-
thermore, in addition to individual counseling, the Stressteam organized a de-
briefing for different teams several days after the attack. For some respondents, 
this intervention came too soon since they still were in denial and detached from 
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their feelings in order to ‘survive.’ Others experienced this group discussion as 
threatening because they felt vulnerable to share their emotions in public. 

Instrumental support. Three themes of instrumental support provided by the 
organization were discussed across the interviews, namely the debriefing, ad-
ministrative support, and training/education. 

Two months after 22/3, the Federal Directorate of the Aviation Police orga-
nized a debriefing for all members of LPA BruNat, which posed several problems 
according to the respondents. First, not everybody was aware of this event or 
able to attend it. Second, the respondents who were present recall that the de-
briefing was merely a monologue for a large group of PO. They had a strong de-
sire for an operational debriefing exclusively with the PO who worked on 22/3. 
This would create the opportunity for an open dialogue and solve the main mis-
understandings between PO about each one’s contribution on 22/3. Two years 
later, the new staff management organized a debriefing-moment for the PO who 
worked on 22/3, explaining administrative procedures and showing the video 
images of the attack while giving them an opportunity to talk about their expe-
riences. Although it came late, several respondents were grateful for this initia-
tive. 

Afterwards you realize that you miss certain parts of that day, and you want 
to know what exactly happened in the end. (R15) 

In addition to the emotional impact, 22/3 brought some administrative and 
judicial consequences for the involved PO. Twenty respondents declared that 
they got injured physically or psychologically. Several of them registered for the 
statute of “victim of terrorism” and/or filed for a civil complaint. These registra-
tions are perceived as important to get the acknowledgment and to find closure. 
The respondents reported that the administrative support of the organization 
was inadequate. Guidance was lacking and information was given in an unstruc-
tured and fragmented way. For this reason, eight respondents did not start or 
did not go on with the administrative/judicial procedure. The respondents sug-
gest creating a central contact point within the organization to coordinate and 
follow up on the files. 

You had to figure it out yourself. They did not guide you in the process. No, 
you had to take the initiative yourself. That’s why I’ve waited so long to go on 
with it. You don’t know how to get started. (R26) 

The procedure is very complicated. That’s why I’ve put it all in the shredder. 
You can go on forever. (R4) 

When making a self-evaluation of 22/3, nearly all respondents consider 
themselves insufficiently trained to deal with a similar situation. However, they 
are not convinced whether specific training would guarantee proper actions in 
extreme situations. The respondents feel a strong need for regular training and 
exercise in ‘daily’ police work. It enables them to develop their professional skills 
and perform confidently under difficult circumstances. 
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During the interviews, most respondents emphasized physical training to be 
able to cope with adversity. None of the respondents had heard of the existence 
of mental training and resilience programs. Nevertheless, there was a strong in-
terest to attend this kind of training. Despite their positive reaction, four re-
spondents were also skeptical: they believed that the ruling macho culture 
would hamper the implementation of resilience programs within the police 
force. 

I think it would be very useful, but I’ve never heard of it. And I think many 
colleagues would be too proud or too tough to be willing to follow such 
courses. “Come on, don’t be silly, you have to man up; this is our job.” I don’t 
agree with that. (R8) 

Appraisal support. Although appraisal support from the staff management 
and the police force in general is perceived as indispensable (e.g., by writing a 
good report or giving a medal of honor), the respondents recall getting insuffi-
cient formal recognition for their efforts. Moreover, they had the impression 
that staff management was unaware of the impact of 22/3 on their employees. 
Statements such as “Isn’t the drama over yet? It’s been two years” (R11) or 
“You’re still not over it after two years? You were not injured, right?” (R18) are 
perceived as offensive. Not being recognized for their work or psychological loss 
led to anger, frustration, and demotivation with several respondents. In this re-
spect, one respondent mentioned “secondary victimization.” 

Informal Workplace Social Support 

Colleagues 

Informational support. Given the perception that administrative support orga-
nized by the police force was lacking, most respondents found out themselves 
how to manage the administrative and judicial procedure and shared this infor-
mation with their co-workers. Furthermore, PO informed each other with refer-
encing to certain doctors, therapists, or lawyers. 

Emotional support. As already mentioned above, most respondents sought 
support from their colleagues after 22/3. Remarkably, they mainly talk about 
their frustrations regarding 22/3 and less about personal emotions. In this re-
spect, eighteen respondents referred to the ruling ‘macho’ culture at the work-
place, where showing signs of vulnerability is perceived as being weak. Conse-
quently, they are cautious about sharing their thoughts and feelings with their 
colleagues, making it harder to process 22/3. Some respondents revealed that 
when they did express their emotions, they got laughed at by other colleagues 
and judged for being weak. 

Okay, the macho culture within the police has always been there and always 
will be. Especially in the aftermath of the attack, I have the impression that 
you cannot show weakness. This form of ‘social control’ is that strong, that it 
influences you. That you’re afraid to say “I’m having a hard time” or “I’m not 
sleeping well.” …  No, within the police, there’s no attention for that, on the 
contrary. (R29) 
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On the other hand, thirteen respondents found emotional support with col-
leagues they connected with on a deeper level and/or who experienced the 
same adversity. Sharing their emotions in a safe, accepting environment is highly 
valued and perceived as a crucial factor to deal with 22/3. 

Finally, thirteen respondents reported that support was expressed by seeing 
each other, sending text messages, or making phone calls to check if colleagues 
were all right. This thoughtfulness was highly appreciated. 

Appraisal support. Being acknowledged by colleagues for the efforts made 
during 22/3 seems to be another essential aspect to cope positively with the in-
cident. Getting a “pat on the back” or a simple “well done” gave the respondents 
a feeling of gratification and increased their self-confidence. On the other hand, 
several respondents mentioned the insensitivity of some colleagues towards 
psychosomatic problems after 22/3, especially when complaints took a longer 
period of time. Reactions such as “aren’t you over it yet?” or the accusation of 
abusing the health system led to loneliness, frustration, and ultimately difficul-
ties to cope with 22/3. 

Supervisors 

Informational support. Most respondents thought that informational support 
from supervisors was limited. In this respect, the interviewed chief inspectors 
and commissioners declared that they tried to support their team members 
based on their personal expertise. They picked up distress symptoms from col-
leagues and advised them to see a doctor or therapist. The lack of information 
on how to assist the team members with administrative or judicial questions 
frustrated them. 

Emotional support. Opinions differ on the extent of emotional support pro-
vided by supervisors. Seven respondents declared that their supervisors showed 
emotional engagement by regularly asking how they were and by emphasizing 
that they were available for a talk. A supportive supervisor with good leadership 
qualities is identified as a crucial supportive factor in the aftermath of 22/3. A 
good leader is described as decisive, understanding, compassionate, and correct 
by the respondents. Supervisors with these qualities enable respondents to feel 
more confident about their professional skills, especially in crises. Moreover, this 
kind of leaders endorses a trust climate where team members can be them-
selves. 

On the other hand, thirteen respondents claimed that their supervisor was 
not considerate about their thoughts and feelings at all. This lack of support gen-
erates feelings of frustration and abandonment by the police force. 

On March 22, we helped people, and the day you need help yourself, you’re 
being left in the cold. Until today, two years later, I have been waiting for a 
phone call from our supervisor from back then to ask me how I am. I haven’t 
received it yet. (R28) 

Six respondents with a supervisory role expressed their strong feelings of re-
sponsibility for their team members’ well-being after 22/3. They were concerned 
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when they noticed a co-worker was having a hard time and tried to be available 
for them. However, three of the supervisors experienced this as burdensome, as 
they had to cope with their own traumas of 22/3. 

At that moment, you’re too much occupied with yourself to cope with it your-
self… I had to come to terms with my own emotions at first, before I could 
pay attention to signals of distress from my own team members. (R26) 

Instrumental support. Several respondents pointed out that their direct su-
pervisor granted practical needs after 22/3, such as changing job content or ad-
justing work schedules to go and see the doctor. Nevertheless, five respondents 
complained that staff management ignored their desire to change the workplace 
at the time of 22/3. This led to demotivation and higher rates of absenteeism. 
However, the current staff management allowed such requests, which was ex-
perienced as healing for their trauma. 

Appraisal support. Nearly all respondents emphasized the importance of get-
ting acknowledged by their supervisor after 22/3. It enhances their self-confi-
dence and keeps them motivated during hardship. Nevertheless, only a minority 
of superiors expressed their appreciation for the efforts that were made on 22/3. 
The respondents declared that this is inherent to the police culture, where per-
forming well is often taken for granted. 

Discussion 

The aims of this article were (a) to examine the coping strategies of PO after the 
terrorist attack of 22/3 and (b) to study the (in)formal workplace social support 
that is perceived as affecting PO’s resilience. 

Following the first aim, data analysis revealed that the interviewed PO pri-
marily adopt engagement coping strategies in the aftermath of 22/3, of which 
the most cited one is talking to others. This is in agreement with previous re-
search findings that discovered that being able to ventilate and express feelings 
to normalize experiences after PTE is a crucial resource for first respond-
ers.54,55,56,57 In addition, to support from colleagues, partners play a crucial role 
in the coping process of PO. The police organization should make efforts to rein-

 
54  Adams, et al., “Coping through a Disaster.” 
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Professions: A Pilot Study of Firefighters in Canada and the United Kingdom,” The 
International Journal of Interdisciplinary Organizational Studies 10, no. 2 (2015): 23-
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ing and Critical Incident Stress Debriefing Experience,” Stress and Health 30, no. 5 
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force and strengthen this resource by creating a partnership with families and 
organizing, e.g., family days or support groups. 

Other frequently adopted coping strategies identified in this research are be-
havioral distraction, engaging in positive action, self-evaluation, positive self-
talk, and emotional numbing. Concerning the latter strategy, the police organi-
zation should be aware of the fact that some PO develop delayed post-traumatic 
symptoms. 

Interestingly, religious faith/spirituality as a coping strategy is hardly men-
tioned in the Belgian context, which contrasts with previous research.58,59,60 This 
also goes for the use of (black) humor.61 Although humor is acknowledged as a 
fundamental part of the police culture, in this case, it is perceived as inappropri-
ate because of the seriousness of 22/3. 

Furthermore, this study discovered that a considerable amount of PO demon-
strates post-traumatic growth after 22/3. This finding is consistent with previous 
research that has found that post-traumatic growth is a relatively common out-
come in PO after PTE.62,63  

Following the second aim of the study, our findings revealed that workplace 
social support plays a significant role in fostering the resilience of PO after PTE. 
Crucial in the coping process of the involved PO, support at the workplace is be-
ing recognized by the police organization for the efforts made on 22/3 and for 
the psychological loss afterward. This is important both on the formal level – by 
the staff management, and on the informal level – by colleagues and supervisors. 
It establishes feelings of gratification, enhances self-confidence, and keeps PO 
motivated during hardship. However, giving compliments or expressing grateful-
ness proves to be uncommon in the police culture, where performing well is of-
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ten taken for granted. Disregarding the impact of 22/3 on the involved PO pro-
vokes anger, frustration, feelings of abandonment, and demotivation. 

In addition, this study demonstrates the importance of informal emotional 
support in the workplace. Although PO primarily turned to colleagues to vent 
themselves after the 22/3 attack, they express their frustrations rather than their 
emotions. In this respect, the ruling ‘macho’ culture is addressed, where discuss-
ing fears outspokenly and showing signs of vulnerability could be perceived as 
being weak and ultimately have a detrimental effect on the reputation of the PO. 
There is a strong need for an open, non-judgmental atmosphere at the work-
place that normalizes sharing emotions and encourages co-workers to be con-
siderate for signs of psychological distress. In this regard, supportive supervisors 
have an important role in endorsing a trust climate where concerns and emo-
tions can be openly discussed. 

Concerning formal workplace social support, this study emphasizes the value 
of a well-organized, easily accessible psychological aftercare for the involved PO. 
In the case of LPA BruNat, the experiences with the members of the Stressteam 
were mainly positive. However, although most of the respondents connected 
well with them and felt free to talk in individual counseling sessions, some were 
suspicious about using this formal resource as it could be a manner to detect 
‘weakness’ in PO, which is perceived as harmful for career prospects. 

Besides, a proper debriefing is declared as an essential resource to cope with 
22/3. This tool helps to restructure the course of 22/3 to recollect some PO mem-
ories and solve misunderstandings between colleagues. However, mixed opin-
ions were given about the timing of such a debriefing, whether it should be man-
datory or not, and who is granted to attend it. Overall, debriefings should be 
organized in a psychologically safe environment, with room for open dialogue. 

Furthermore, several of the involved PO were physically and/or psychologi-
cally injured as a consequence of 22/3, which conveyed some administrative and 
judicial implications. Being recognized as a “victim of terror” by the government 
or being able to actively take part in the trial is pointed out as an essential re-
source to find closure with regard to 22/3. PO require instrumental support from 
the police organization for this matter and recommend a central service for co-
ordination and follow-up of the files. This suggestion is in accordance with the 
findings of the Parliamentary Research Commission “Terrorist attacks,” which 
was founded on April 22, 2016, in response to 22/3. 

Finally, this study revealed that the PO disclaim the importance of physical 
training to prepare for extreme incidents, as they believe this would not guaran-
tee a proper reaction when it comes to a real incident. However, there is a strong 
need for training and education in ‘daily’ police work. Since resilience is a learn-
able, dynamic process that changes in the context of person-environment inter-
actions,64 police organizations can commit to initiating education and training 
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programs that provide PO with physical and psychological skills that foster resil-
ience.65  

In conclusion, this study provides insights into the best practices for the po-
lice organization to help its employees cope with PTE. This leads to a better un-
derstanding of how to foster the PO’s resilience and job performance. In this 
respect, organizations should invest in providing the best resources for their per-
sonnel by focusing on three levels: (a) the individual PO (e.g., training programs), 
(b) the organization itself (e.g., restructuring), and (c) the individual-organiza-
tional interface (e.g., communication, participation).66 This triple focus creates a 
platform for better policies, procedures and a culture that enhances the capacity 
for resilience.67  

Limitations and Future Research 

This research has several limitations. First, the findings of this qualitative study 
of a specific case cannot be generalized for the whole police population. Never-
theless, this study provided profound insights into a unique traumatic event that 
has not been examined yet. Second, although the respondents seemed frank 
about their experiences, socially desirable answers have to be considered in the 
results. Third, the interviews took place approximately two years after 22/3, 
which increases the risk of retrospective recall bias. However, this can also be 
interpreted as a strength given some PO’s delayed mental health problems. 

Since resilience is a dynamic process, future research would benefit from lon-
gitudinal studies that provide more insights into the evolution of coping strate-
gies during and after PTE. Besides, a mixed-methods approach to examine the 
resilience of PO during their daily operational hassles or the influence of police 
culture on applying coping strategies would also be of interest. Moreover, since 
organizational stressors such as bureaucracy, autonomy, management, and 
communication may be a greater source of stress for PO, investigating “job con-
text” factors related to PO’s resilience, in general, is an interesting avenue for 
future research. 
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