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Introduction
The work of traffic officers is very important yet quite stressful, thus the need for emotional 
stability, self-awareness and stress management skills in their field (Pienaar 2007:3). 
Interestingly, people in general respond differently even when they are confronted with 
identical stressors (Louw & Viviers 2010:1), and so do traffic officers. There might be various 
reasons for these different responses. One such reason might be situated in the concept of 
spirituality and how a person applies spirituality to cope more effectively in the place of work 
(Jacobs 2013:160; Moos 2002:67).

The context within which the South African traffic officer functions stems firstly from their 
appointment as prescribed by the National Road Traffic Act, No. 93 (1996). Accordingly, their duties 
include inspecting any vehicle for compliance within the provisions of this Act, temporarily 
forbidding a person from driving a vehicle should that person seem incapable, controlling and 
regulating traffic on any public road and requiring any person to furnish any particulars needed 
for identification. Actual law enforcement is done on all the public roads within the boundaries 
of a particular local municipal or provincial area (National Road Traffic Act 1996). The work 
environment of the traffic officer also includes the Law Enforcement Section within Traffic 
Services, where the officer carries out administrative duties. Secondly, traffic officers are appointed 
as peace officers in terms of section 334(1) (a) of the Criminal Procedure Act, No. 51 (1977), as 
published on 02 September 2011 (Gazette No. 34583, Regulation 707). These duties include all 
powers bestowed upon peace officers and all powers awarded to police officials, with the 
exclusion of specified sections and subject to certain provisions. Given the established overlapping 
nature of the duties of police officers and traffic officers, it is useful to consider findings from 
police research which are relevant to the current study.

Studies on policing and stress indicated that police work is indeed stressful (Anderson, 
Litzenberger & Plecas 2002:399). Police tasks contain a spiritual element because in their job they 
pursue what is good, face threats to their lives and find their worth being ignored by the 
community (Smith & Charles 2010:320). Similarly, the road environment places growing demands 
on traffic officers (Pienaar 2007:3), as they may be attacked by disgruntled motorists, targeted for 
their fire arms and thrown off motor cycles (Mushwana 1998:108). This may be detrimental to 
their well-being and affect the individual’s perspective on life (Pienaar 2007:93; Smith & Charles 
2010:320). Nonetheless, research indicated that people can affect their own well-being through 
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practices of forgiveness, spirituality and religion (Boehm & 
Lyubomirsky 2009:8; Schreuder & Coetzee 2011:275). The 
differences between, and the overlapping aspects related 
to, spirituality and religion are acknowledged (Collett 
2011:50; Jacobs 2013:164; Karakas 2010:8; Kourie 2009:153; 
Welzen 2011:37) and often applied interchangeably and 
complimentary to each other (Kourie 2009:153).

Spirituality
Defining the complex concept of spirituality seems 
challenging (Jacobs 2013:1; Naidoo 2014:4) because of its 
subjective nature (Karakas 2010:26). Among the various 
definitions of spirituality, some or all of the following 
elements seem to be included: meaning and purpose, ethical 
values and beliefs, relationships or connectedness, and 
transcendence (Jacobs 2013:159). Other definitions describe a 
personal experience (Lombaard 2011:77; Waaijman 2007:5) 
searching for a persistent understanding of the existential 
self, connecting with the sacred (Karakas 2010:8), believing in 
a higher power and understanding life through lived 
experience (Jacobs 2013:160; Welzen 2011:38).

Spirituality relates to the place of work as ‘spirit at work’ and 
entails becoming aware of your higher self, within which one 
seeks to be purposeful in life and work (Kinjerski & Skrypnek 
2004:319; Schreuder & Coetzee 2011:11). It is also concerned 
with cherished relationships with both a higher force and 
other people (Mohan & Uys 2006:58). Connectedness with 
people is part of the need for self-actualisation in Maslow’s 
hierarchy of needs, which motivates some people (Theron 
2009:132). Motivation involves spiritual purpose which 
includes being driven by a need for spiritual wholeness, 
deeper meaning and the search for creative self-expression 
through work and relationships (Coetzee & Roythorne-
Jacobs 2007:162). ‘Spirit at work’ comprises interpersonal, 
physical, emotional, mental and spiritual characteristics, and 
this definite state entails physiological stimulation and 
positive affect (Kinjerski & Skrypnek 2004:26). However, 
Naidoo (2014:3) cites Ali and Gibbs (1998) and shows that the 
work ethics of believers may also bring about disadvantages 
such as discrimination because of spiritual beliefs (Karakas 
2010:26). Notwithstanding, adopting spirituality on a personal 
level also prompts people to consider ethical aspects, which 
leads to individual and societal transformation (Kourie 
2009:168; Naidoo 2014:1). Hence, the benefits of spirituality 
in the workplace seem to outweigh the disadvantages 
(Van Tonder & Ramdass 2009:2), with its motivating energy 
facilitating service regardless of challenges (Kinjerski & 
Skrypnek 2004:28), which increases commitment and 
productivity (Naidoo 2014:1).

The post-modern approach recognises all these different 
views and truths on spirituality (Jacobs 2013:164) and 
emphasises the interconnectedness of living things (Kourie 
2009:152). Even though literature indicates that there is 
no clear definition of spirituality (Jacobs 2013:1), it can be 
contested that the issue may be less about clarity, as 
commonalities in perspectives are evident (Mohan & Uys 

2006:58). Perhaps, the issue is more about whether there is a 
common definition understood by all, as there may be too 
many people defining spirituality differently. For the purpose 
of this study, spirituality is defined as individuals’ experiences 
of the Divine (Lombaard 2011:77) on their journey of 
meaningful authentic self-discovery (Karakas 2010:8) and 
entails how people express these experiences through actions 
and attitudes (Lombaard 2011:77).

Existing research related to the spiritual experiences of 
traffic officers is either fairly old (Mushwana 1998; Van 
Heerden 1990) or explores spirituality from a police officer’s 
perspective (Collett 2011; Joubert & Grobler 2013; Karakas 
2010; Kinjerski & Skrypnek 2008; Pienaar & Rothmann 2003). 
As ‘spirit at work’ begins with the individual and requires a 
holistic consideration of existence (Gnanaprakash 2013:383; 
Kourie 2009:151; Krok 2008:643), more attention needs to be 
given to the human element of traffic officers and not just to 
the law enforcement aspects of their profession (Pienaar 
2007:5). Human elements include the values that drive them 
(Pienaar 2007:5) and how to cope with stress presented 
during the performance of their daily duties (Pienaar 2007:5). 
Research specific to the concept of coping of traffic officers 
seems to be limited (Pancheri et al. 2002; Pienaar 2007; Van 
Heerden 1990).

Coping
Generally, coping is a positive psychological construct 
(Coetzee & Viviers 2007:485), which refers to the perceptual, 
mental or behavioural efforts that people employ to deal 
with situations deemed potentially difficult and stressful 
(Schreuder & Coetzee 2011:383). Coping ability may be 
viewed by some as the presence or absence of coping skills 
(Ryan, Rapley & Dziurawiec 2014:1069), but may differ in the 
extent to which contextual factors, such as social factors as 
opposed to individual factors, are considered (Ryan, Rapley & 
Dziurawiec 2014:1069). For the purpose of this study, coping 
is viewed as the efforts employed by individuals to reduce 
the negative influences of stress on personal well-being, 
which may involve individual resources as well as their 
perceptions of challenges (Cheng, Mauno & Lee 2014:73; 
Edwards 1988:243).

Lack of coping skills may negatively affect employees and 
organisations, through poor service to society, increased 
employee absenteeism and turnover (Dewe, O’Driscoll & 
Cooper 2010). Pienaar (2007:93) propose the solution to be 
increased traffic officer training at departmental level focused 
at assisting them to cope better with stressors. Generally, 
internal organisational stressors include red tape, internal 
politics and role uncertainty (Luthans 2008:249). External 
organisational stressors include technology, changes in the 
economy, globalisation, the effects of family on the 
community, and race and gender considerations (Luthans 
2011:282). Traffic officers might be faced with internal 
organisational stressors such as rotating work shifts, tight 
controls and demanding work conditions, as well as external 
organisational stressors such as those listed above. According 
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to Pienaar, Rothmann and Van De Vijver (2007:14), people 
can manage the effects of negative work experiences by 
confronting the stressors and looking for lessons in such 
experiences from a religious perspective.

Theoretical relationship
The theoretical relationship between spirituality and 
coping in the workplace has been explored and is depicted 
in Figure 1. Trends in the literature indicate the influence of 
spirituality on coping (Gnanaprakash 2013:383; Krok 
2008:643) and that people may respond differently given 
the same challenges (Louw & Viviers 2010:1). The same 
stressor may be posed to different people. Yet, higher and 
lower levels of spirituality result in the application of 
positive and negative thoughts, respectively. Therefore, 
according to Rowe and Allen (2003:63) and Bryant-Davis et 
al. (2012), positive thoughts are associated with high 
spirituality and appear to result in stronger coping styles, 
while the application of negative thoughts is associated 
with lower spirituality, resulting in weak coping styles.

Subsequently, this study aimed to explore how traffic officers 
experience the role of spirituality in coping within the South 
African work context and to provide a framework that can 
assist towards better understanding this phenomenon.

Methodological approach
Exploring the question ‘how do traffic officers experience 
the role of spirituality in coping?’ required a methodology 
of the heart with characteristics of truth (Denzin, Lincoln & 
Giardina 2006:770). Therefore, the researcher considered 
the nature of the reality being studied (Ponterotto 2005:130), 
in selecting a qualitative study – specifically an interpretive 
approach – to explore participants’ related lived experience 
in their specific context (Terre Blanche, Kelly & Durrheim 
2006:276). A non-probability purposive sample of 10 traffic 
officers was used (Durrheim & Painter 2006:139), with a 
biographical composition consisting of one black, one 
white and eight mixed-race participants. Their gender 
distribution consisted of 6 males and four females of which 
4 were between the ages of 26 and 35, 3 between the ages of 
36 and 45, and 3 between the ages of 46 and 55 years.

The research was located within the South African traffic law 
enforcement environment, comprising a Law Enforcement 
Section within the particular Traffic Service Centre where 
they perform administrative duties, as well as the public 
roads according to the area of jurisdiction, where actual law 
enforcement takes place.

Data were collected with semi-structured, in-depth 
interviews. Interviews were primarily conducted away 
from the work environment to avoid interruptions, ensure 
privacy and create a relaxed environment (Kelly 2006a:298; 
Terre Blanche, Kelly & Durrheim 2006:276). Permission was 
obtained from the participants to audio record the interviews 
and to make verbatim transcriptions (Koekemoer & Mostert 
2010:3; Wassenaar 2009:75). Conversing with traffic officers 
on two or more occasions further contributed towards 
ensuring that findings about their perceptions were correct 
representations of their views (Kelly 2006b:380).

Conventional content analysis was applied to analyse the 
data as it assisted with reducing textual data of subjective 
experiences into meaningful categories (McMillan & 
Schumacher 2010:367; Muchinsky, Kriek & Schreuder 
2009:31) through inductive reasoning (Yin 2010:94).

Findings
The data analysis yielded various themes and subthemes 
that relate to spirituality, coping and the role of spirituality in 
the coping of traffic officers.

Spirituality
A foundation of spirituality or religion plays a fundamental 
role in the development and formation of the traffic officer’s 
spirituality. Participants indicated that the influence of a 
higher power was important to their spirituality (Kinjerski & 
Skrypnek 2008:319). In the challenging high-risk traffic 
environment (Mushwana 1998:134), traffic officers rely on 
this higher power for the protection of the self, family and 
different road users who are all at risk of accidents and 
dangerous incidents. Upbringing within spirituality or religion 
by parents and others seems to play a fundamental role in 
the formation of participants’ foundation and subsequent 
views on spirituality. Participants further indicated that 
spirituality provided values and morals (Jacobs 2013:159), 
helping them to distinguish between right and wrong and to 
explore ethical aspects (Kourie 2009:168).

Participants suppose that spirituality informed the 
construction of their reality (Ponterotto 2005:130), and 
subsequently spirituality or religion dictates their lives 
through their actions and reflecting on the truth that they 
strive towards (Leedy & Ormrod 2010:135). Furthermore, 
participants feel that spirituality gives purpose and meaning 
to life. Participants described that the guidance obtained 
from spirituality added meaning to work and life (McLeod 
2003:142; Mohan & Uys 2006:58), creating a feeling that work 
has purpose (Karakas 2010:20). This entails a desire to be of 
service and staying the course even in difficult times. Through 
spirituality, participants are able to be passionate about their 
work and view their career as a calling (Coetzee & Roythorne-
Jacobs 2012:220; Hall & Chandler 2005:1; Karakas 2010:2). 
Spirituality, furthermore, seems to enable decision-making. 
Participants believe that they have the power to choose what 
they want to happen in their lives through mindful actions 

Same
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 FIGURE 1: Theoretical relationship between spirituality and coping. 
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(Boehm & Lyubomirsky 2009:1), by making conscious 
decisions informed by prayer and spiritual beliefs. They take 
responsibility for what manifests in their lives, thus 
acknowledging their free will (Bergh 2009:317).

Participants apply various strategies to connect to their 
higher power or spiritual source (Mohan & Uys 2006:58). 
One such strategy is through involvement in church. One 
traffic officer thought it not necessary to go to church to 
experience this connection, thus viewing spirituality as 
independent from denomination (Karakas 2010:8). Traffic 
officers who value involvement in church use it as a coping 
mechanism, by drawing support and learning spiritual 
lessons from the social connections. Another strategy is 
through prayer. When connecting to their spiritual source 
(Kinjerski & Skrypnek 2008:319), traffic officers use prayer 
to talk to God and ask for help in various situations (Mohan & 
Uys 2006:58). Lastly, to sustain the connection with their 
higher power (Karakas 2010:8), the traffic officers use 
various spiritual resources, including listening to spiritual 
music, conversing with family and friends, or reading 
spiritual material.

Participants describe that spirituality manifests in their 
expression (Lombaard 2011:77) of values in their work and 
private lives. Individuals may be recognised by their actions 
or by the fruits of spirituality, which emerged primarily as 
calmness, positive attitudes, forgiveness, inner strength and 
awareness. Participants treasure the ability to become calm 
and exert self-control when faced with challenges. They must 
deal with the public’s negative attitudes towards them 
(Pienaar 2007:63), thus the importance of dealing responsibly 
with emotions. A positive attitude is associated with 
spirituality, and the two cannot be separated (Rowe & Allen 
2003:64). Spirituality facilitates coping by inspiring positive 
attitudes, as participants are able to tap into their best, despite 
negative situations. Spirituality further fosters forgiveness, 
which apparently helps to overcome disappointment and 
moving forward (Schreuder & Coetzee 2011:275). Forgiveness 
facilitates coping through helping traffic officers to voluntarily 
change how they feel about, and respond to, negative 
occurrences. Inner strength is important to participants as they 
view their higher power as a source of strength (Mohan & 
Uys 2006:58), which makes it possible to withstand the 
demands of the job, and thus cope. Lastly, spirituality leads to 
an increased sense of awareness (Kinjerski & Skrypnek 
2004:32), including awareness of the self, of God and others. 
The awareness of negative consequences also emerged 
(Chopko 2007:89), involving the effects of one’s actions or 
words on others.

Coping
Human context is vital to understanding coping (Moos 
2002:67), thus background and upbringing emerged to include 
communities plagued by gangsterism, crime, violence, 
alcohol, drugs, poverty and peer pressure. Traffic officers 
revealed that childhood circumstances developed their 
coping abilities, because beliefs and spiritual values were 

instilled during childhood. Most participants appear to have 
been taught adaptive coping mechanisms at a young age.

The traffic work environment presents stressors (Mushwana 
1998:134), the effects of which may manifest as aggression 
and frustration, adversely affecting relationships with others 
(Pienaar 2007:93). One such stressor is work conditions. Brutal 
incidents, crime and possibly being involved in accidents 
seem to pose a threat to work conditions. These may affect 
individuals emotionally and psychologically (Edwards 
1992:245). Further, exhausting shift work or odd working 
hours may have a negative influence on physical well-being. 
A second stressor seems to be treatment from others. Traffic 
officers may face negative attitudes from road users (Pienaar 
2007:63), poor treatment by colleagues and unfounded 
accusations. To cope participants may alter their perceptions 
around this treatment (Edwards 1992:243), alter distressed 
relationships between themselves and others, and regulate 
the emotional distress experienced (Boehmer, Luszczynska & 
Schwarzer 2007:63). A further stressor appears to be inadequate 
coping mechanisms. Participants indicated that there are 
inadequate coping mechanisms and counselling services 
available at departmental level to assist in dealing with these 
stressors, and subsequently issues are just left without being 
attended to.

Personal coping mechanisms comprise positive attitudes, 
thankfulness and recreation, involving strategies employed to 
deal with stressors, as illustrated below. Participants also 
found it useful to surround themselves with positive people 
and to employ positive ways of thinking to assist them in 
coping with their work environment (Boehm & Lyubomirsky 
2009:1). Coping is also made possible by being thankful to 
God and people close to one in the midst of challenges. Traffic 
officers furthermore use physical activities and socialising to 
combat stress. The effects of stressors also manifest on 
physical levels (Edwards 1992:245), and recreational activities 
affect physical well-being and thus coping.

The role of spirituality in the coping of traffic 
officers
Participant spirituality entails an interpretation of spirituality, 
which may be taught during childhood or by conversing 
with others on scriptures. Interpreting the meaning of 
spirituality deepens their understanding of the positive fruits 
of spirituality, and positive thoughts contribute significantly 
to effective coping ability (Rowe & Allen 2003:63). The ability 
to understand others and their views, and to respond to them 
in caring ways, is linked to the ability to cope effectively 
(Krishnakumar et al. 2015:21). The interpretation of 
spirituality facilitates better coping by enhancing social 
connections.

Life is understood through lived experiences (Welzen 
2011:38), as reflected by traffic officers’ implementation of 
spirituality. They apply what spirituality means to them 
within the context of work and life, which enables them to 
cope better. They treasure viewing their work in a spiritual 
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way in order to persist and remain peaceful amidst challenges. 
It is within the context of their external work environment 
that one participant introduced the concept ‘spirituality on 
the road’ – a concept complementing the experiences of some 
other participants as well.

Discussion
Research findings revealed that traffic officers in the sample 
all utilised spirituality to various degrees and exhibited 
adaptive coping abilities when doing so. Traffic officers 
associated less spirituality or a lack thereof with weaker 
coping abilities. The following framework was derived 
(Figure 2) from the contributions of the participants and 
reflects their experiences regarding the role of spirituality in 
their coping as traffic officers:

•	 Stressors occur: It is sometimes expected of the traffic 
officers to still remain humane and unaffected, at the end 
of a shift, when something stressful has happened to 
them.

•	 Connection to spiritual source: In challenging times, 
individuals need to go to that emotional place where they 
can tap into their spiritual source or higher power.

•	 Interpretation of spirituality: The connection to the 
spiritual source enables the individual to become aware 
of what their spiritual source means to them, and how 
they are being served spiritually by this higher power.

•	 Extracting the fruits of spirituality: Individuals then take 
this spiritual meaning and extract what they need at the 
time, for example, inner strength, self-confidence or 
perseverance to deal with the given stressor.

•	 Implementation of spirituality: The spiritual resources 
received are then utilised in work and in life.

•	 Coping made possible: With the implementation of what 
spirituality means to the individual, or by applying the 
fruits of spirituality to the stressful situation, adaptive 
coping is made possible.

Future research may draw upon these findings and replicate 
the study with respondents from a wider variety of 
South African Traffic Services Centres. Research on the role of 
spirituality in the coping of traffic officers can also be 
expanded upon by exploring the influences of such factors as 
race, age and gender. Future research may also consider the 
latest relevance of spirituality in different religious contexts 

(Jacobs 2013:144), as well as comparison with traffic officers 
who do not utilise spirituality at all in their opinion.

Conclusion
This article concludes that the utilisation of spirituality 
enables traffic officers to cope more effectively with the daily 
demands they are faced with. Spirituality in traffic officers is 
further informed by their foundation of spirituality or 
religion, purpose to work and life, the connection to their 
spiritual source and the fruits of spirituality. Their coping 
ability seems to be influenced by their upbringing and 
background, as well as by stressors encountered and coping 
mechanisms employed. The role of spirituality in the coping 
of traffic officers is ultimately described by their ability to 
interpret the meaning of spirituality and the implementation 
of spirituality, which facilitates coping.
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