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A Summary and Discussion of Findings 

Police personnel and services are likely to have a tremendous impact on the psychological well-being of 
siblings who become victims of the murder of a brother or sister. Only one study conducted in Australia has 
asked about satisfaction with police from the direct perspective of (nine) adult siblings of brothers and 
sisters missing for between one and five and a half years as the result of a probable homicide. The current 
study involved 67 siblings aged between 9 and 63 years of victims of confirmed and probable non-vehicular 
homicide. When I designed this study, I divided the question around satisfaction with police into two 
questions: (a) How satisfied are siblings of homicide victims with the way police officers and homicide 
division investigators communicate and respond to their needs and questions? (b) How satisfied are siblings 
of homicide victims with the way the investigation of a sibling’s homicide is handled? Overall, almost 60% 
of the siblings indicated satisfaction. They were satisfied when police were beacons of humanity, treating 
them with a high bar of common decency, and committed to justice by being competent and diligent in the 
investigation process.  
 
The siblings were Canadian or American and represented 56 (29 brothers, 27 sisters) victims of confirmed 
and probable homicide. Their average age was 34.9 years (with a range of nine to 63) and their average age 
when their sister or brother was murdered was 20.4 years (with an age range of 6–40). Three quarters 
(76.1%) were sisters of victims. For three-quarters of the victims, the cases had been cleared (a charge had 
been laid or had gone to prosecution, or the accused had committed suicide or died). Twelve cases had been 
unsolved and/or cold for one to 54 years. 

 
Satisfaction with Police Contact 

 
Almost 60% of the participants said they were satisfied with police contact. 
 
They were satisfied when police treated them with a high bar of common decency. Police showed common 
decency when, from the first interaction, they treated siblings with common, everyday courtesy and 
respect, and were sensitive and responsive, available, honest, and fair.  
 
1.  What did siblings mean about police being sensitive and responsive?   
 
Sensitivity was about the ability of police to recognize the experience and impact of homicide and its 
investigation on siblings of homicide victims, and to treat them with consideration and kindness. To be 
included by police was important because, in one participant’s words, siblings of homicide victims can get 
“lost in the shuffle.” A participant who was 26 in 1999 when her sister was murdered said how important it 
is for police to include the siblings in their contact with a victim’s family, saying that while what she needed 
the most was support from her family, what she did get was “a lot of support from the police.” She deeply 
appreciated this because in her family’s eyes, it was “better not to talk about it,” and her friends “didn’t 
know what to say.” Some police showed sensitivity by acknowledging a sibling’s presence and feelings, and 
patiently discussing their concerns, questions, and needs. For example, one participant described how she 
had repeatedly “needed assurance [from police] that this was real.” 
 



2 
 

Some participants felt police insensitivity communicated that the police did not care. A participant who was 
13 when his sister was murdered in 2008 said, “The police could have been more understanding and 
comforting.”  
 
According to participants, police were insensitive when they: 

(a) did not include them (e.g., “the communication was through my mom” 
(b) appeared casual or “informal” when a sibling was first reported as missing 
(c) referred to missing siblings as “just another missing kid” or a “run away” 
(d) used language participants did not understand (e.g., words like ligature) 
(e) denied participants access to information that police felt “would cause further harm 

psychologically.” 
 
As an example of point (e), one participant, whose sister was murdered in 2008, said, “I wanted to see 
pictures of the murder scene [because] I needed to see what this house looked like. . .  He [the detective] 
became upset and told me he was not showing me anything graphic”; later, the detective “very reluctantly” 
showed the sibling the photos. Insensitivity left its mark on participants. Being denied access to information 
within their right, for example, left siblings with no say or sense of control or choice. In cold cases, 
participants felt like they were left hanging when they were not helped to understand why a case remained 
unsolved. One who was 10 at the time of her brother’s homicide in 1995 said, “They have told us that it 
will never be solved. I don’t know if it is because of lack of evidence or something else.”  
 
Responsiveness was the willingness and ability of police to respond and pay prompt attention to 
participants’ concerns and needs, especially for information and answers. In one sense, responsiveness was a 
way of demonstrating sensitivity.  
 
Participants felt police were responsive when they 

(a) provided “information quickly”; 
(b) “responded quickly to our questions and needs”; 
(c) did not ignore or evade participants’ questions by, for example, “never (giving) a direct 

answer”; 
(d) gave participants information before giving it to the media (“it really upset me when I found out 

something in the newspaper that I had not been told about”); and 
(e) included participants (e.g., one participant appreciated that police had made room for her to be 

“involved in all aspects that were allowed”). 
 
Participants spoke about the need for police personnel individually and collectively to be responsive. As one 
participant expressed this: “There were two police officers, out of dozens, who were responsive.”  
 
The hallmark of police sensitivity and responsiveness was understanding siblings’ needs for timely 
information and explanations. This demonstrated respect and consideration and helped them manage their 
expectations. It also removed some of the unpredictability associated with a homicide investigation, media 
reporting, and CJS proceedings if the case had been solved. Overall, police sensitivity and responsiveness 
had reduced some of the siblings’ distress and helped them feel acknowledged, supported, and comforted. 
This translated to the feeling that police cared. When siblings believed police didn’t care, they were 
frustrated and angry, and they felt less trust and confidence in police. Being able to trust and have 
confidence in the police was important to participants because families of victims have no choice but to rely 
on police.  
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2.  What did siblings mean about police being available? 
 
Availability meant police being reliable about keeping in contact with siblings or being approachable, 
receptive, and accessible. For example, while one participant recalled a few of the officers in 1992 “asking 
me to stop by for any reason, any time, for anything,” another (whose sister was murdered in 2008) said, 
“We could have been communicated to on a much better level [and] I think/wish that we were more 
welcomed to access information.” There was a range of views on police availability, ranging from none to 
generous. A participant who was 10 when his sister was murdered in 2008 said police “didn’t talk to me,” 
and another stated, police “never contact me regarding the case” (that occurred in 2005). In contrast, for 
another participant whose brother was murdered in 2004, “the police were always there to answer my 
phone calls.” Having reliable contact with police was reassuring and helpful—or could have been if, as one 
participant said, she had been in a “better frame of mind” to take advantage of the availability police offered 
her.   
 
Police stayed the course with some participants, remaining available to them for years through the court and 
correction systems. One participant whose sibling was murdered in 2000 indicated that not only did the 
relevant police department “help our family in any way they could, [but] I also still have contact with them.” 
Another noted that the homicide detective “has continued to support us with each parole hearing,” even 
though her brother was murdered in 1994. In contrast, one participant stated that during court proceedings 
in 2010, “police did not tell us much,” and another said that no information had been forthcoming from 
police in 1984 “with respect to the ongoing investigation and trials.”  
 
In cold cases, police availability became an issue of continuity: “After the first year . . . detectives rarely 
contacted us,” stated a sister whose brother was murdered in 1993. This issue included failure in continuity 
within and across police departments/agencies. A striking example was provided by a sibling who described 
that two years previously, 14 years after her brother was murdered, “when I turned 24, I wanted to meet 
with police and find out what happened. I wasn’t able to get a meeting set up. Then about a year ago, I 
called the number I had been given to get hold of the detective, and it was a number to a car dealership.”  
 
Police sensitivity and responsiveness were often related to availability. Those who reliably and regularly 
made themselves available to siblings were more likely to be described as sensitive and responsive. In some 
cases, however, police were available but provided little or incomplete information. “[W]e had constant 
meetings,” reported one participant, “and really never felt like we got the whole story.” It may be that in 
some cases, police don’t fully explain how the burden of evidence limits what information they can share.   
 
When police were not available or were unreliable, siblings felt “very shut out.” In contrast, when police 
were very available, they were viewed as “extremely supportive,” with one sibling describing the “amazing 
support” she had received from police in 1984. It helped siblings feel included, acknowledged, reassured, 
and comforted, and gave them something to hold onto when police made themselves available.   
 
3.  Was did siblings mean about police being honest and fair?  
 
Participants felt police were honest and fair when they were truthful and sincere and didn’t show bias.  
 
Honesty from police meant four things overall, expressed as requests: 

(a) Be direct and clear. 
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(b) Provide any information you have and can provide and explain when you cannot; as one 
participant said, “If you can’t reveal the information, tell them. If you don’t know the 
information, say so.” 

(c) Keep promises. 
(d) Admit mistakes.  

 
Participants wanted police to be direct and clear with them. More than one felt that police “sugar coated” 
their answers; one said it was “like they were hiding things from me. The answers to my questions were 
often ‘sugar coated.’” When information couldn’t be disclosed, siblings wanted police to explain their 
reasons for limiting the information flow, rather than avoid or evade questions. Being given honest 
explanations made siblings feel police were supportive, respectful, and considerate. Unexplained and 
incomplete information left them feeling shut out, ignored, and not important enough to be given an 
explanation. When police didn’t keep their promises—including promising to get back to a sibling, but not 
doing so—and didn’t admit mistakes, siblings felt frustrated with police, and had less confidence and trust 
in them. 
 
Fairness is about treating another person in a manner that is just or appropriate 
(en.oxforddictionaries.com), right and reasonable (dictionary.cambridge.org), in the circumstance. 
Participants felt police were fair if they were inclusive and impartial when approaching and interacting with 
them. Conversely, they were unhappy about police showing partiality, including favouritism, bias, 
discrimination, and imbalance between the rights of the suspect/accused/offender and the victims. One 
participant described being “lucky in the sense that we received information quickly [because] my father was 
employed with the police department where the murder occurred.” In contrast, another believed her 
“brother’s case was a cold case as fast as it happened,” either because police were racially biased or because 
they “automatically labled [sic] the case gang related.” Others felt police were unfair when they seemed to 
favour the offender’s rights. One stated that police “seemed more interested in putting the victim on trial 
versus the offender,” and another felt “[t]he investigation always seemed to favour the offenders rather than 
the victim or the family.” It’s important to note that these siblings often perceived imbalances between the 
offender’s rights and the victims’ rights during the homicide investigation, not just later with the CJS.  
 
Being treated honestly and fairly helped participants maintain respect for and trust in police, the 
investigation, and justice. Dishonesty and unfairness left them feeling like they didn’t matter and that police 
only investigated some cases diligently. 
 
The key message is that participants expected more than everyday common decency and professional 
behaviour from police. In the words of one, the police “handled the whole thing from start to finish very 
professionally and [my emphasis added] treated our family with kindness.” In stark contrast, one participant 
and her sister were treated with a careless lack of common courtesy and sensitivity when told their brother 
had been murdered: 
 

The police picked my sister and myself up for questioning even before we knew [name of brother] 
had been murdered. They separated us, left us alone for a while, then brought 
us back together, said they were investigating a murder and it was [name of brother]. The asshole 
even said boy I need a cigarette to his partner but did not offer one to either of us.  

 
This example underscores how important it is for police to receive training and support about how to treat 
the siblings of homicide victims sensitively.  
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Satisfaction with Police Service 
 
A little over half of the participants (53.3%) were satisfied with police service.  
 
They were satisfied with police service when they felt that they could rely on police to be competent and 
diligent in the investigation process. 
 
1.  What did siblings mean about police being competent?  
 
Participants felt police were competent when they  

(a) oriented participants to the new physical worlds of homicide investigation and the pursuit of 
justice;  

(b) made few or no mistakes; and 
(c) made progress.  

 
Police as Orienteers  
 
Participants needed police to inform, educate, and guide them about: 

(a) police and CJS protocols, procedures, and limitations; their plan for the investigation; and the 
burden of evidence required to meet the (different) standards of evidence to lay a charge and 
for prosecution; 

(b) their rights to information; and 
(c) the assistance and services available for financial, practical, and emotional support.   

 
Receiving ongoing information, education, and explanation were key. One participant who was 22 when 
his brother was murdered in 2010 said, “it was not very comforting knowing so little about the case [but] 
investigators explained why they could only share a little.” Another, whose brother was murdered in 1992, 
said that “all we had to go on was their investigation and confirmation that they knew who the murderer 
was but couldn’t arrest him except for more concrete evidence.” Without police guidance, siblings felt “left 
out of the loop” or “very shut out.” It was very important for them to be told as soon as possible about the 
investigation plan, or at the very least to “feel as though investigators had a plan.” When homicide cases got 
to court, siblings appreciated being told in advance what they could expect and being informed and 
educated throughout the court process. Police also needed to recognize how shock affects the siblings of 
homicide victims. One wisely reflected, “As a survivor in shock, you have no idea what you should be 
asking and what rights you have to information.” 
 
Many siblings of homicide victims have never been involved with the police before, so they’re unlikely to 
know their rights, including the right to information. Some of the participants were still waiting for 
information or explanations. In cold cases, unanswered questions left siblings preoccupied for decades after 
a sibling’s murder. For example, one was still wondering “why police didn’t look for her right away,” and 
this continued to bother him 36 years after his sister went missing. In contrast, one participant was grateful 
that police informed her about victim services and arranged for a visit “in the middle of the night. I needed 
that.” Whether or not police had given them helpful orientation often determined whether siblings had felt 
included, prepared, and anchored in a new and very distressing situation.  
 
 
 



6 
 

Making No or Few Mistakes  
 
When police made few or no mistakes, siblings were satisfied with their competence and service. In two 
negative examples, one participant said police had made the mistake of “unlawfully” holding the accused, 
and another was frustrated that pursuing justice for her sister’s still unsolved 1971 murder had been 
complicated by evidence being “thrown out or destroyed” over the years. Mistakes led not only to 
frustration, upset, and a loss of confidence and trust in police, but also to worry. One sibling said: “the gun 
was destroyed by the police department before it was connected to the crime.” Although she still believes 
“the investigation was handled thoroughly,” she “worries if the appeals overturned the case, and it were 
tried again, this could become a problem.” 
 
Making Progress 
 
Participants felt satisfied with police competence and service when investigators were making progress. 
Some measured progress by how quickly a case was solved (e.g., “they caught him a year later!”) and others 
by what felt like a “lack of progress.” When there seemed to be no progress, siblings became frustrated and 
started doubting the police’s competence. One sibling said:   
 

I’m so frustrated with the progress of the investigation, it has been 17 years and the case 
is unsolved. I am anxious that this could go on forever and never be solved. . . . My wish is for my 
mom to know the answers before she leaves this earth!  

 
Progress felt slow when investigations were lengthy, or when participants waited for a long time “for 
justice.” For some, the wait had been as long as 54 years. Slow or stop-start progress led them to feel justice 
was being delayed, and this affected them deeply. “I need to know so that I can get on with my life” is how 
one participant described living in this limbo of uncertainty. Waiting was a roller coaster of hoping that the 
case would be solved, questions would be answered, and justice would prevail.  
 
2.  What did siblings mean about police being diligent?  
 
When police did their best to solve the case by investigating thoroughly and showing commitment to 
justice, these siblings appreciated their diligence. One was thankful to police for “trying the best they 
could,” and another felt police had investigated her sister’s murder “thoroughly.” Another offered insight 
into what commitment to justice looked like for these siblings:   
 

The [name of city] PD went above and beyond to ensure this murderer received justice. . . . They 
met with almost every person my sister had known since elementary, they kept pictures of her in 
their briefcases, . . . did dozens of tests. . . . They lived her life for the duration of this case.  

 
Police were expected to show diligence, integrity, and commitment. Diligence fostered trust, respect, and 
confidence, giving siblings reassurance and hope that the police cared about justice.  
  
Although more than half of the siblings in the study were satisfied with police service, some were only 
reluctantly satisfied, “the police did what they could.” Some of them said they understood the limits on 
police during homicide investigations: “given the particulars of the case, I suppose [emphasis not in original] 
they did the best they could.” Another said that even though she “d[id] not agree with the way police 
handled [her] sister’s case,” she recognized “they did what they had to.” 
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Additional Findings  
 
There was quite a large (64%) overlap between siblings’ level of satisfaction with police contact and service. 
That is, some of the (dis)satisfaction they felt with the way police treated them extended into or influenced 
their satisfaction with the investigation, or the other way around. When I put the results of siblings’ 
satisfaction with police contact and service together to make an overall score for satisfaction with police, 
just more than half (56.1%) were satisfied overall and about one-third (37.9%) were dissatisfied. As one 
sibling said: “There is always room for improvement.”  
 
There are two other interesting things to learn from siblings in this study. One is that the more satisfied 
they were with the way police treated them, the more satisfied they were with the CJS and with media 
contact and media reporting. This suggests that how police treat the siblings of homicide victims influences 
siblings’ experiences and satisfaction with the CJS and the media. The second is that the more satisfied they 
were with they way police managed the investigation, the more satisfied they were with the CJS. This 
shows that police do act as gateways or orienteers to the CJS.  
 
The following quote from a participant who was 23 when his brother was murdered in 2010 is a model for 
overall satisfaction with police because it shows police treated him with more than common decency and 
were competent and diligent during the investigation:    
 

At times I was frustrated with the lack of progress in the case however I feel as though the 
investigators had a plan and could not have done a better job. They were also very 
good to us and explained as much as they could. They also offered a lot of emotional support to us.  
 

Discussion of Findings    

Participants believed that it is very important for police to include siblings when they contact a homicide 
victim’s family, and they deeply appreciated feeling included and supported by police. Police services form 
the “gateway to safety, support, information, and justice for victims of crime,”1 and they’re in some cases 
the only agency that families have contact with, because not all homicide cases go to court, and others 
remain unsolved.   
 
Police Contact 
 
This study underscores the ongoing importance of sensitivity and responsiveness training and support for 
police. Siblings of homicide victims want a level of common decency beyond common courtesy or 
professional behaviour. Two participants’ experiences with police in the 1970s shows the big difference 
police treatment can make. One, who was nine when her sister was murdered, said, “They were wonderful 
with me,” whereas the other, who had been 14 at the time, said she was still very perturbed by “[t]he 
investigators, how insensitive they were.” While 80% of the murders occurred between 2000 and 2010, 
well after the families of homicide became legally recognized as secondary victims, police sensitivity and 
responsiveness were still what mattered most to siblings.  
 
Most particularly, they needed information and explanations. The International Association of Chiefs of Police1 
recognize that receiving information is one of seven “critical needs” of crime victims. When police don’t 
respect this need for information, families find it difficult to “understand or bear,” writes Bill Jenkins, 
whose 16 year old son William Jenkins was murdered in 1997.2 Participants were upset when police 
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refused or were reluctant to give them access to information, details, or pictures they had the right to 
receive. There is a lot of debate about whether it is appropriate for police to make this call. Although police 
probably mean well and want to protect siblings from more anguish, “knowing all the details of the incident 
can actually be more beneficial for [family members] than not knowing”3 and can be better than imagining 
what happened. “Without information, we created imaginary scenarios that produced unnecessary worry” 
says Karen Beaudin, a participant in the study, in a book she’s written.4 Bill Jenkins also points out that 
when family members of homicide victims “decide we are ready to know these details, it puts us back in 
control of our own lives to some extent. . . .  If officials understand this concept, they may be less reluctant 
to share this information.”   
 
Siblings also wanted police to explain how the CJS works and give them a realistic sense of how a case is 
likely to go. For example, they might explain why even though a case appears rock solid, a charge of first-
degree murder may still result in a lesser conviction. Being able to rely on police to give them information 
ahead of the media or the courtroom empowered siblings by giving them the choice to ignore the media or 
leave the courtroom. When police were upfront like this, siblings could manage their expectations and 
prepare for the path ahead, —including its unpredictability, which helped reduce their frustration, distress, 
and despair. 
 
As this study shows, “police need to recognize that acting as a teacher and a social worker is part of a 
homicide investigator’s role and relationship with a victim’s family, including their siblings” (retired 
Criminal Investigator Rod Gehl 2019, personal communication, April 19).  
 
Police Service 

The primary job of police is to “find out what occurred, and who did it”5 and to “ensure that the criminal 
case against the accused is as strong as possible”6. The siblings in this study wanted that level of competence 
and diligence from police. When mistakes were made and progress was slow or stalled, they questioned 
police competence and worried that this would interfere with their siblings being found (if they were 
missing and presumed dead) or the murderer being brought to justice.  
 
In cases where evidential insufficiency was an issue, it was sometimes impossible to know whether this was 
due to police incompetence or lack of diligence. In some instances, it could have been due to the limitations 
of technology at the time. For example, until DNA became examinable in 2007, there had been insufficient 
evidence to file charges in the case of one participant’s sister, who was murdered in 1987.  
 
Although some siblings held the police responsible for what they saw as failures of justice, many more held 
strong opinions about the CJS. One considered the CJS “a disaster,” and another condemned its handling of 
the case as a “horrible travesty of justice.” Many shared the view that the law protected criminals more than 
victims. Balancing the rights of offenders and victims is, of course, a longstanding issue in the CJS.      
 
Overall, this study shows that siblings of homicide victims need police to be committed to justice but also to 
serve as beacons of humanity. While there was some overlap between satisfaction with police contact and 
with investigative work, siblings understood the difference. This is important because it challenges the idea 
put forward in the Australian study mentioned earlier, that police need to be “free[d] to undertake their 
primary role” (of case investigation) by having professionals such as “social workers, counsellors, and 
psychologists” provide ongoing support to siblings of missing, presumed murdered, siblings.7 The results of 
the present study indicate siblings want this to come from the police themselves. 
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What siblings seek from police is the dedication expressed homicide investigators:  
 

We take our cases very personally—the case becomes a part of our lives, we live with it. No one 
works harder for the deceased and their families . . . we speak for the deceased . . . the case can 
become a part of you for the rest of your career and life.8  
 
We become very attached to our files, perhaps second only to how attached the family is  
attached. We have many sleepless nights and unsolved cases haunt us. But as a human being, I’m 
working like a machine and I [sometimes] forget the family . . . [it] can be an emotional-roller 
coaster of hope, despondency and cynicism. (Retired Homicide Investigator Doug Workman 2014, 
personal communication, April 2) 

 
Clearly, for these three police officers, investigating a homicide is more than just a job. And as one sibling 
wrote to me in an email, “[s]howing the family compassion right from the get-go means a lot. We 
understand they have a job to do, but it’s important to a family to feel that it’s more than just a job.” 
 
Like all studies, this one has limitations. More sisters than brothers participated in the study, and the 
homicides all occurred in Canada or the US. There are differences in the way homicides are managed and 
prosecuted across the world, and within countries; for example, a sibling at a symposium where I presented 
some of this study’s findings said her experience with police in northern Canada had been less positive than 
what I had found or what the handful of other siblings at the symposium described (sibling attendee 2014, 
personal communication, April 11). 
 

In Closing   

This study is important because it foregrounds how the siblings of homicide victims feel about their 
experiences with police. Research has barely recognized that siblings’ experiences and perceptions should 
be treated as distinct from those of parents, other family members, and friends. By examining participants’ 
responses to the two separate questions about satisfaction with police, we gain specific insights into how 
police in homicide investigations can be more sensitive and responsive to siblings’ needs. When siblings see 
police as beacons of humanity and commitment to justice, their psychological resources are boosted (see 
Figure 1 on p. 11). What they feel about police treatment and the quality of the investigation can influence 
their emotional well-being early on and over time. The study’s results show a strong need for training and 
support to help police recognize, include, guide, teach, and support (RIGhTS) the siblings of homicide 
victims.   
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