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Psychological literature 

Understanding trauma informed policing, defined in this work as the application of trauma informed principles within the context of frontline policing, first calls for understanding of literature centered to current understanding that explores how trauma, understood to be experiences that can overwhelm a person’s capacity to cope and produce long term psychological and physiological effects, affects cognition, behaviour and communication (Herman, 2015; Wilkinson, 2017). Such changes are relevant to policing because assessing a victims credibility/truth and behavioural interpretation are a focus when looking from the view of operational decision making, particularly in the context of vulnerable victims. 

Wilkinson (2017) describes trauma to disrupt the connection between a person’s mind, brain and body, commonly leading to symptoms such as dissociation, emotional numbing, hypervigilance and impaired communication. Perry’s (2009) perspective similarly describes how exposure to trauma can alter a persons stress response, resulting in behaviour that at times may appear irrational during a perceived threat. Both authors provide the view that those responses are involuntary protection mechanisms, or fight or flight, as opposed to deliberate actions however neither explicitly consider how these behaviours can be interpreted in settings where assessing credibility and quick time judgements are necessities, especially when considering available evidence for victims of traumatic incidents. This absence, in consideration of the question at hand, is significant as frontline officers routinely must evaluate behaviour of a person under conditions with limited prior context or later opportunity to follow up which is of course dependent on the circumstance.

Herman’s (2015) work with trauma and recovery assists this understanding by explaining how trauma can disrupt memory and narrative coherence. Survivors may therefore struggle to provide consistent accounts of events, especially during the first disclosure period. Within contexts of policing, particularly in the close aftermath of a traumatic event, such presentation can be misinterpreted as deception or lack of credibility which in consideration reinforces how important trauma informed understanding for frontline police officers really is. Herman’s insight is widely accepted in the broader field of trauma research but its implications for policing are not far explored. Criminal investigations focus on the victim and place weight on the consistency of accounts provided and existing literature such as Herman offers limited guiding context on how offices would gather accounts from victims of trauma with evidential expectations. This shows a clear gap between understanding of trauma informed practice and its application in the practical realities of a policing setting.

Porges’ (2022) polyvagal theory adds further depth by identifying how trauma influences the nervous system. The theory provides an explanation that a person responds to their environment through three states. A ventral vagal state which is associated with a feeling of safety, a sympathetic state which is associated with fight or flight responses and a dorsal vagal state associated with total shutdown, dissociation or immobilisation. For response police officers, such presentations may conflict with expectations of distress or cooperation which can again, skew perceptions of the victim. Whilst the polyvagal theory provides explanations of potential physical reactions from a victim of trauma, its complexity limits its practicality for frontline police officers who receive limited training on the subject. Without proper translation, the framework and those of similarity remain theoretical rather than tools for use in operational policing. 

The covered psychological literature establishes trauma response to commonly contradict assumptions about victim behaviour. In a policing context, this often applies, particularly when thinking about the fact that in frontline policing, officers must make rapid judgements in pressuring environments. Whilst the insight provided by this literature is valuable to understand trauma response and how they contradict common misconceptions about victim behaviour, it acts under the assumption that awareness alone improves professional responses. 

(611 Words)






Public service   literature

Trauma informed practice, an approach that acknowledges the impact of trauma and minimises trauma risk through principles of safety, trust, empowerment, choice and collaboration, originated through health, mental and social care sectors (NHS Education for Scotland, 2024; NHS England, 2025). Frameworks such as the NHS Education for Scotland National Trauma Training Framework (2024) and NHS England’s trauma-informed guidance (2025) present the principles regularly referred to when using trauma informed practice in order to allow the practitioner to be aware of a victims potential psychological reactions to their service. The focus of these frameworks are to act under the assumption that trauma may be present and that the service the practitioner provides should minimise the risk of re-traumatisation.

These frameworks select trauma informed practice to be an approach to victims as opposed to intervention. That emphasis is important to the world of response policing where officers routinely deal with people at some of their worst moments. Furthermore, these frameworks highlight the importance of reflective practice and continuous training improvements. 

Comparatively, policing has been slower to embed trauma informed practice into operational policing. Whilst healthcare sectors emphasise engagement and emotional awareness, policing has prioritised procedure, efficiency and control. The contrast between the sectors is clear showing structural limitation in policing and whilst there are clear differences in their obligatory care, the needs of the public change. This raises questions about whether frontline officers are adequately trained and resourced to apply trauma informed principles in the field.
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Policing literature

Policing focused literature has increasingly recognised the benefits to trauma informed approaches, specifically on the topic of sexual offences, domestic abuse and vulnerable victims. Campbells (2006) research on victims of rape shows that when such victims have negative interactions with police and the legal system in total, it can lead to re-traumatisation and contribute to victim withdrawals. Whilst victim focused, this research outlines the potential impact of early professional responses, however, Campbells findings do not consider how such insights are utilised by response police officers, nor do they account for constraints under which officers operate in initial response to an incident.

Elliot et al (2013) identifies that procedural justice, usually referred to as the fairness and transparency within the legal process, in the role of victim contact plays a large role in a victims long term recovery and ability to engage in the justice system. Such findings align with Tylers (2006) procedural justice theory which argues that perceptions of fairness and voice largely impact public trust and legitimacy. By looking at this with the thought of trauma informed policing, it shows potential for increased support for the victims wellbeing and supporting of current police goals for legitimacy. This literature assists in evidencing the above in respect of better outcomes for victims however, like similar work, it almost assumes that officers possess the time and training to apply procedural justice principles with consistency. When looking at the world of response policing, officers must prioritise risk management, evidence preservation and sound, ethical decision making, therefore the extent to which such principles can be applied remains uncertain. This raises questions to the feasibility of trauma informed and procedural just approaches in frontline policing. 

Current empirical evidence from Bennet et al (2025) suggests that trauma informed training can positively influence sexual offences investigations outcomes with the inclusion of victim engagement and investigative quality. This study provides valuable modern evidence in support of trauma informed investigative strategies however it focuses specifically on specialist investigators as apposed to response officers which in the context of the question at hand limits its applicability to response policing. Specialist investigators typically operate in more controlled settings and have long term engagement with victims whereas response officers typically assist victims during the immediate aftermath of an incident. As a result, these findings may overestimate the extent that trauma informed principles can be transferred to frontline contexts without adaptation. 

The existing policing focused literature generally supports the value of trauma informed practice but it tends to focus on specialist units, victim outcomes or policy aspiration instead of the realities of response policing. The perspectives from response officers remain comparatively underexplored. This gap is significant to the question, as it is during first contact with police that trauma responses are most prevalent and the foundations for trust are created. By addressing this gap, it can assist in understanding how trauma informed policing operates in practice rather than theory from policy.
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Policy, Policing and training frameworks

Policing policies within the United Kingdom over the years have increasingly emphasised vulnerability and victim centred practice. The college of policing (2021) pushes vulnerability risks as core operational concern, whilst inspection reports from His Majesty's Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services (HMICFRS) have consistently stressed the importance of effective early police responses, especially in relation to violence against woman and girls (HMICFRS, 2022). Such policy documents and reports imply that trauma informed practice is an expectation of a modern police service and being ethically required.

Initiatives such as the 2025 Policing Vision (NPCC and APCC 2016) further reinforce these points by pushing for an evidence based, professionalised police service. Trauma informed policing aligns with such aspirations, particularly in regard to legitimacy and victim engagement. However, these documents mainly articulate what policing should aspire to and whilst it offers some guidance as to how such principles should be embedded, it remains limited within the realities of response policing. This reflects critique of policing policy, which often focuses on ideals over practical implementation (Reiner, 2010).

Despite the clear commitments set out by reports, HMICFRS inspections continue to identify persistent inconsistencies in victim care, officer experience and confidence and the general quality of frontline responses across national forces (HMICFRS, 2021; 2023). This leads to the suggestion of a large gap between the intent of policy versus its operational practicality and delivery. Organisational research into such policies suggest that their reforms commonly struggle to translate into consistent practice due to factors such as resourcing, clashing priorities and occupational culture (Loftus, 2009). In this context, trauma informed policing risks becoming a rhetorical framework instead of embedded practice.

Training centred literature reinforces the divide between policies intent and practice. Whilst trauma informed approaches have become increasingly referenced in policing guidance, empirical research points to trauma related training remains unevenly delivered in policing. Gillespie-Smith et al. (2020) discovered that response officers report limited formal training in trauma awareness with officers relying on experience with victims. That finding aligns with broader research on training in the police, which demonstrates varying interpretations and application of existing policies between officers (Bradford and Myhill, 2015).

Together, this literature implies that although there is principles of trauma informed practice embedded within policing policy and visions, there is limited understanding of how these expectations are interpreted and practiced in operational settings. Existing research has mainly examined policing frameworks, inspection outcomes or specialist practice. Gillespie-Smith et al. (2020) is one of the closest pieces of work to the question at hand however it focuses on adverse child hood experiences leaving the understanding and practices of response officers in general trauma response underexplored. Being that response policing is usually the first section to attend traumatic incidents, such research is important to provide insight into their understanding and ability to provide the required service. 
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Policing culture and officer wellbeing literature

Literature that examines policing culture provides important context to understand how trauma informed principles may be interpreted and utilised in practice. Reiner (2010) explains policing culture to be shaped by values of control, efficiency, suspicion and emotional regulation which is stated to be developed in response to occupational uncertainty. Whilst these factors do serve a purpose for the job, researchers note tension between those norms and trauma informed principles that emphasise patience and emotional sensitivity. Existing analyses however do not directly answer how officers understand and deal with the competing expectations during encounters with victims of trauma.

Loftus (2009) highlights significance of cultural norms and experience in shaping response policing. The reliance on common sense decision making may limit consistent application of policing frameworks, including trauma informed approaches. Whilst Loftus acknowledges the general adaptability of response officers, the literature offers limited insight to whether growing experience and learning on the job enhances or undermines trauma informed practice. As such, assumptions that response officers integrate trauma informed practice into their daily decision making remains largely untested.

Literature also recognises that repeated exposure to trauma has the ability to affect police officers themselves. Many pieces of psychological literature such as Violanti et al. (2017) identify that chronic exposure to traumatic incidents can lead to emotional numbing, stress disorders and reduces empathy. It is therefore suggested that officers experiencing such symptoms may be less effective in their role with victims of trauma. Whilst this research and understanding shows the importance of acknowledging officer wellbeing, much of the work treats officer and victim trauma as separate entities. There is limited exploration of how officers own trauma directly effects their ability to implement trauma informed practice and shape their perceptions of a victims potential behaviour. 

This body of literature suggests that policing culture, experience in the role and officers own wellbeing are likely to play a large role in shaping understanding of trauma informed policing. Existing literature offers some clarity on these issues but as stated, there is limited integration of those factors in total consideration, especially in response policing. 
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The research gap

The reviewed literature within this work clearly establishes several items. Trauma informed practice is theoretically robust and operationally beneficial but existing foundational psychological research explains why trauma responses may be misunderstood. Policing based reports and research demonstrates that there is potential consequences of such misunderstandings regarding victim engagement, trust and outcomes of crimes. Trauma informed approaches have also been embedded within several services areas for some time and within the justice system has been used in areas such as correctional and rehabilitative services (Miller and Najavits, 2012).

However, there is a gap in understanding with how frontline response police officers perceive and apply trauma informed practice in their regular duties, including and primarily with first contact. Existing research focuses on the expectations of policy, specialist unit and training outcomes or victim experiences, whilst such aspects are important in total, it leaves the primary practitioners (which in this case is response police officers) perspective underexplored as a whole.

Given that response officers are regularly the first point of contact for trauma victims, their perspective and understanding of trauma informed principles and their practice of such is critical. This study seeks to explore how frontline response police officers understand trauma informed policing and how they apply that understanding to live incidents in practice. By addressing this gap, the research will contribute a practitioner focused perspective which meets the expectations of modern day policing. This research will also aim to support evidence-based improvements in training, policy consideration and victim care.
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