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COMMENTARY

Pandemic policing: Highlighting the need for 
trauma-informed services during and beyond the 
COVID-19 crisis
Daniel J. Jones*

ABSTRACT

There has been a move towards trauma-informed services in multiple systems whose services are provided by police, 
medical doctors, nurses, teachers, and social workers, to name a few. Trauma-informed practices are best described as 
understanding the psychological and physiological impacts of trauma in a strengths-based framework. This becomes 
increasingly important in a policing context during the COVID-19 pandemic. The potential for increased intimate partner 
violence, child abuse, trauma, and other Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) may have implications for years to come 
that will impact justice systems, health care, and education. Having trauma-informed police services may mitigate this 
and provide police with the skills to identify and address issues early on to work towards getting the necessary supports 
to families in need. 

INTRODUCTION

There is no doubt that the COVID-19 pandemic has changed 
the world, and the need to reduce infection by flattening the 
curve (Laupacis, 2020) has resulted in orders and new legis-
lation to social distance, stay home, and self-isolate as much 
as possible. It has also resulted in massive job losses and 
economic crisis (Ichino et al., 2020). With this come multiple 
stressors that impact families. There are reports worldwide 
of increased intimate partner violence and concerns about 
the safety of children in unsafe homes (Abel & McQueen, 
2020; Campbell, 2020). What does this mean for Canadian 
policing, both during and post pandemic? With increased 
intimate partner violence, child abuse, and unsafe home 
environments comes trauma to adult victims, offenders, and 
an increase in Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs). While 
not everyone who experiences ACEs ends up in the justice 
system, many people who are incarcerated do have significant 
childhood trauma (Jones, Bucerius, & Haggerty, 2019). The 
impact of ACEs reaches far beyond the justice system. They 
are a precursor to a myriad of health problems ranging from 
addiction to cancer. It has been demonstrated that the level of 
trauma experienced in the formative years seems to set lives 
down a course that increases the probability of incarceration, 
unemployment, poverty, mental health, and addictions, much 

of this beyond their own control due to the brain injury caused 
by their respective traumas (Merrick et al., 2017; Messina & 
Grella, 2016; Finkelhor, Turner, Shattuck, & Hamby, 2015). 

Trauma-informed policing is using a strengths-based 
approach and understanding the physiological and psy-
chological impacts of trauma from a police operational lens 
(Bateson, McManus, & Johnson, 2019). In the Canadian con-
text, there also needs to be particular attention paid to the 
impact on Indigenous communities, as the need to physically 
distance and isolate in one’s home because of COVID-19 may 
trigger past trauma from government assimilation strategies 
such as residential schools. The residential school program 
was established to assimilate the population by removing 
Indigenous children from their homes to educate them in 
colonial schools. In these schools, they were forbidden to 
practice any and all traditions celebrated by the Indigenous 
Peoples of Canada. They were also only allowed to speak 
English or French and were punished, often physically and 
harshly for speaking their own Indigenous language (Sinclair, 
2016). The “Sixties Scoop” was another assimilation policy, 
where Indigenous children were arbitrarily removed from 
their homes and adopted by mostly white middle to upper-
class families (Regan, 2010). As a result of these assimilation 
policies, Indigenous children often hid in homes, and were 
isolated so as not to be detected by authorities (Sinclar, 2016; 
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Regan, 2010). Hence, the experiences of isolation during the 
pandemic may be triggering for Indigenous peoples and their 
families who experienced the Residential School System or 
the “Sixties Scoop.” The triggering of past trauma is a key 
component of complex trauma (Bath, 2008) and may have 
an impact on police when interacting with individuals in 
Indigenous communities. This issue will require trauma-
informed education provided to police officers to be inclusive 
of Indigenous-specific trauma information. Including the 
concept of intergenerational trauma as a result of government 
assimilation policies in the training will ensure that there is 
no community harm done with trauma-informed policing 
(Brave Heart, Chase, Elkins ,& Altschul, 2011; Pihama, 2017). 
Trauma-informed policing becomes of significant importance 
as there will be lasting impacts on mental health from the 
trauma associated with COVID-19 and the world’s response 
to the pandemic (World Health Organization, 2020a). These 
mental health ramifications will inevitably land on the po-
lice for response. The police are often seen in the Canadian 
context as frontline mental health workers, since many calls 
for service that police respond to have a mental health com-
ponent (Shore & Lavoie, 2019). Being trauma informed, both 
during and post pandemic, will allow the police a greater 
understanding of who they are interacting with and how to 
interact with this community in a more confident manner 
(Ford, Newbury, Meredith, Evans, & Roderick, 2019).

DISCUSSION

The concept of trauma-informed care is based on three pillars, 
“Safety, Connections and Managing Impulse Control” (Bath, 
2008). All frontline service providers and all professionals 
who have contact with individuals who have experienced 
trauma can play an important role in the healing process 
(Bath, 2008, Ko et al., 2008). The police are the entry point into 
the criminal justice system, and the first two pillars of trauma-
informed care, Safety and Connections (Bath, 2008), are two 
areas where the police can thrive in being trauma informed. 
Working with partner agencies in the community and being 
able to provide alternatives to arrest is an opportunity for 
police to be crucial in the role of addressing trauma. Alterna-
tives to arrest and connecting people to the proper resources 
can make for a safer community (Engel et al., 2019) because 
it goes to address the root cause of crime rather than just the 
specific crime itself (Braga & Weisburd, 2006). 

Policing has historically failed to understand the justice 
client, regardless of whether it is the victim, the offender, or 
a combination of both (Jones et al., 2019). Policing has tradi-
tionally conducted law enforcement business in a manner 
that has failed to understand the trauma that people have 
experienced either during the incident at hand or throughout 
their life course (Bateson et al., 2019). Understanding trauma 
also leads to understanding vulnerability, and when police 
are provided with trauma-informed training, they become 
more confident and better equipped to deal with vulnerable 
populations (Ford et al., 2019). If police officers are properly 
trained to understand the impacts of trauma, they will have 
a greater ability to positively interact with individuals and 
work to redirect or off-ramp them with alternatives to arrest 
while reducing crime (Barberi & Taxman, 2019; Engel et al., 
2019). Providing police with the requisite understanding 

of trauma leads to an increase in compassion on the part 
of police officers for the people with whom they are inter-
acting, regardless of whether it is an offender or a victim 
(Ford et al., 2019). 

In the current world climate, with the necessity of physi-
cal distancing and levels of isolation to flatten the curve on the 
spread of COVID-19, there have been reports of worldwide in-
creases of intimate partner violence (Campbell, 2020). The evi-
dence on trauma in a post-pandemic society is scarce, due to 
the rarity of the situation. However, disasters result in spikes 
in Post Traumatic Stress responses, increased alcohol and 
drug use, and other mental health crises (Galea, Merchant, 
& Lurie, 2020), regardless of whether they are natural (e.g. 
hurricanes, tsunamis, earthquakes, etc.) or human-initiated 
mass traumas (terrorist attacks, mass shootings, etc.). The 
need for trauma-informed response to mitigate the issues 
arising due to the COVID-19 pandemic is clear, and early 
intervention strategies with social agencies are required to 
assist with the impacts (Galea et al., 2020). 

How the police in Canada respond to the trauma of  
COVID-19 will have repercussions for years to come, both 
positive and negative. Police in Canada are still trying to re-
cover from a fractured relationship with Indigenous Peoples 
as a result of policing policy and practice during colonization 
and the Canadian government assimilation policies, includ-
ing Residential Schools and the “Sixties Scoop” (LeBeuf, 2011; 
Nettlelbeck & Smandych, 2010). Trauma-informed policing is 
a way to rebuild and build trust and legitimacy within com-
munities (Love-Craighead, 2015; Ko et al., 2008) and work to-
wards less incarceration, while making the community safer 
(Engel et al., 2019). By taking a trauma-informed approach 
and training police officers in respective departments across 
the country, police leaders can provide a better and more 
informed service to citizens (Ford et al., 2019). Ensuring that 
a portion of this training is also related to the historic trauma 
of Canadian Indigenous Peoples (Brave Heart et al., 2011, 
Pihama et al., 2017) will allow for a better policing response 
to the issues of the current trauma, which may be influenced 
by the historic trauma. 

The need for trauma-informed policing is clear (Bateson 
et al., 2019; Ko et al., 2008), but equally important is a need to 
work on changing police culture. Over the past several years, 
there has arguably been a shift in policing that has made 
police more militarized and less connected with community 
(Balko, 2013). There is a history of police arresting to solve a 
problem. However, in the long run, the decision to arrest can 
create more problems than it solves (Harmon, 2016). These 
problems range from increased recidivism of the arrested 
person, to interruption of treatment that is addressing the 
root cause, to loss of community and familial supports for 
the arrestee and increased costs to the tax payer for charges 
that are often not prosecuted (Harmon, 2016). Arresting our 
way out of problems has not solved the continuous increase 
in crime. There is a necessity for problem-oriented policing 
to address social problems (Braga & Weisburd, 2006). Crime 
is often a symptom of greater social and individual issues, 
and trauma-informed practice is a way to address problems 
at the root cause of criminal behaviour (Bateson et al., 2019, 
Ko et al., 2008). The necessary shift for police is a need to be 
more strategic on when to arrest and when to work towards 
an alternative to arrest (Engel et al., 2019). 
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There needs to be a clear understanding of the poten-
tial to misuse a trauma-informed approach and ACEs as 
a predictive tool for future criminality or as an offender-
management strategy (Bateson et al., 2019). There is a 
history of police failing to follow evidence-based practice 
or at times to mould the evidence to fit existing interven-
tions (Kalyal, 2019). In order for this to be successful, it is 
vital that police leaders are clear about the importance of 
trauma-informed policing and the necessity to intervene 
differently with a focus on community safety and well-
being rather than a focus on arrest and detention. When 
arrests are used sparingly and there is a focus on off-
ramping offenders whenever possible, there has proven to 
be a reduction in reoffending and in overall crime statistics 
(Engel et al., 2019; Braga, 2017).

The critical role of the police in ensuring community 
safety and well-being must be maintained. At this time there 
is fear of police abuses of power and disproportionate polic-
ing of marginalized populations, with the increased police 
powers as a result of the pandemic (Luscombe & McClelland, 
2020). This is in part because, as the COVID-19 pandemic hits 
communities, it impacts the marginalized and vulnerable 
at greater rates than any other demographic (Luscombe & 
McClelland, 2020). The need for trauma-informed polic-
ing therefore becomes highlighted, as does the necessity 
for alternatives to incarceration. When police arrest and 
incarcerate people, there are impacts to the families and the 
individual in the best of circumstances—the impacts are 
now exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic. The potential 
to contract COVID-19 in a prison setting leads to increased 
fears of incarceration by families of offenders and the incar-
cerated themselves. Prison settings are ripe for the spread 
of infection, and prisoners are more likely to be impacted 
by the Coronavirus (World Health Organization, 2020b; 
Lofgren, Lum, Horowitz, Madubuowu, & Fefferman, 2020; 
Stephenson, 2020). Police control the entry into the criminal 
justice system and must be strategic in the use of arrests and 
detention during this pandemic and beyond.

It is necessary to provide training on trauma-informed 
policing if police organization leaders are to set trauma-in-
formed practice as an operational priority. Training in a time 
of physical distancing is difficult, but there are several online 
training programs that will assist with creating trauma-
informed practice in police organizations. For instance, the 
Canadian Police Knowledge Network has a course on trauma-
informed practice that can be completed online. 

CONCLUSION

The COVID-19 pandemic has a multitude of impacts on 
policing, from increased powers to enforce public health 
orders to modelling shift schedules to ensure that there is 
no interruption of police services to the community in the 
event of police officers becoming infected. This global is-
sue has highlighted the need for trauma-informed policing 
practice. The impacts of trauma from a global pandemic will 
put a strain on the mental health of many (Galea et al., 2020). 
The police need to be armed not only with lethal and less-
than-lethal options on their duty belts, they need to have a 
clear understanding of who the justice client is. Experiencing 
trauma does not make an individual an offender, but many 

people who are incarcerated have a significant amount of 
trauma (Jones et al., 2019). Having trauma-informed practice 
woven through the respective police services will result in 
increased legitimacy (Love-Craighead, 2015), and ensuring 
that the interventions change as a result of this will reduce 
crime and make a safer community (Engel et al., 2019; Braga, 
2017). The future of policing has a definite need to move 
away from the arrest-and-detain practice to strategically 
arresting some and strategically offering alternatives to ar-
rest for others in order to make communities safer (Engel et 
al., 2019). There will be a follow-up social narrative article 
with a practical guideline to implement trauma-informed 
practices into police agencies. 
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