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	DRAFT RESEARCH TITLE QUESTION: Understanding Modern Trauma-Informed Policing: Response Policing Officers’ Perceptions and Practices. How well do frontline officers understand trauma-informed policing, and how does this influence their practice?
INTRODUCTION:

Modern day policing in England and Wales increasingly involves and focuses on responding to victims of significant trauma such as incidents of domestic abuse, child protection, sexual offences, mental health and vulnerable adults. Research indicates that trauma, whether experiences in childhood or adulthood can radically change a persons behaviour, communication and usually as a result, ability to engage with police and the criminal justice system as a whole (Wilkinson, 2017; Porges, 2022; College of Policing, 2021). Inevitably, frontline response officers are commonly the first members of service to engage and navigate trauma responses in demanding and challenging situations. This highlights the importance of trauma informed policing as a fundamental aspect of modern police response.

Trauma-informed policing strategies emphasise principles such as risk mitigation, trust, empowerment and recognition of behaviour influenced by trauma. Such principles are well-established within public services such as health care, social care and victim support services, yet policing has only recently began to use trauma-informed frameworks. The College of Policing and Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services (HMICFRS) have outlined the need for better services for victims of trauma, particularly to improve outcomes for vulnerable victims and strengthen public trust. Despite this, many response police officers report receiving limited force provided training in trauma, instead referring to general experience and/or instinct when dealing with victims of trauma (Gillespie-Smith et al., 2022)

This disconnect between the publics expectations versus the service provided demonstrates the subject to be both professionally and academically current and significant. Response policing regularly involves contact with vulnerable victims and visual variations can be seen in how officers understand and apply trauma-based responses. Such observations raise the important question: How well do frontline officers understand trauma-informed policing, and how does this influence their practice?

This topic is well suited for an undergraduate dissertation because it closely aligns with the current policing priorities and contributes to the agenda within UK policing of professionalising the police. Trauma based approaches are increasingly emphasised by the College of Policing, HMICFRS and police partner agencies, making it current and relevant for exploration. The subject itself offers manageable depth and complexity with draws from psychology, criminology and operational policing with enough present foundations for this dissertation to build off. 

Furthermore, existing literature demonstrates a gap in wide understanding of how response police officers perceive and then apply trauma-informed approaches to victims, as most research focuses on what policies state officers should do and the victims experience as opposed to insight from the practitioner themselves. By exploring this area, it provides opportunities to create meaningful, practitioner findings that can assist in adjusting training, improve victim care and understanding, and support evidence-lead policing. This topic is therefore academically rigorous and practically valuable. 

Trauma informed practice was built from psychological and clinical research showing that trauma can alter the regular function of a persons’ brain and body. Authors such as Wilkinson (2017), Perry (2009) and Porges (2022) describe symptoms of extensive trauma in adults and children as including dissociation, memory fragmentation, hypervigilance and complete shutdown. All of these behaviours can be perceived differently during police responses. For example, a victim who appears to be very calm may be seen as “not genuinely distressed” whilst in reality, they are in a state of dissociation, whilst a victim with inconsistent accounts may be perceived as lying whilst in reality, they are experiencing memory fragmentation as a trauma response to the incident.

Research in this field with the context of policing (e.g., Bennett et al., 2025; HMICFRS, 2021) suggests that communication with victims whilst being trauma-aware can improve results by reducing victim withdrawal and increase trust in the police. Regardless, the provision of trauma-based training across police forces has been inconsistent, and there is limited grounded research exploring how response officers understand and apply such concepts into the real world. 

Understanding the day-to-day response officers’ perception and understanding of trauma-informed practice is essential because the bottom line stands. Response officers are usually the first to encounter a victim of trauma and they will shape the foundations of ongoing engagement. If officers lack confidence or knowledge about trauma, victims may receive inconsistent support. On the other hand, where response officers have a strong understanding of trauma, victims may be more willing to engage, provide crucial evidence in a case and feel safe to continue through the criminal justice process. 

This research process is justified because it addresses an increasingly important gap in knowledge and understanding with potential to assist evidence-lead investigatory processes and has practical implications for improving victim care and officer training. By exploring how response officers, the first points of contact for many, understand and implement trauma informed practice, this dissertation aims to back the development of current policing goals in the form of providing consistent, compassionate and effective responses to that victim to trauma (Gillespie-Smith et al., 2022).


 







	SUMMARY OF RESEARCH OBJECTIVES: 

Main aim:
To explore how frontline response police officers understand trauma-informed policing and how this understanding shapes their operational practice

Key objectives:

- Examine response police officers knowledge and understanding of trauma and trauma-informed practice 
 
This is done to identify what response police officers believe trauma to be, how they identify it in victims and what they understand trauma-informed practice to involve 

- To explore how response police officers apply trauma-informed practice in real world incidents and victim care

This will investigate practical responses, communication, decision making and examples of response police officers experiences

- To identify influential factors in response police officers’ confidence and capability in using trauma informed practices

This will identify the impact of training, experience, organisational culture, supervision, experience and any other factors brough up by research and/or participants

- To assess response police officers thoughts around current training and divisional expectations regarding supporting trauma and trauma-informed practice during live incidents in order to identify areas of improvement

This will link practitioner insight and research findings to recommendations for policy and training achievements. 








	LITERATURE REVIEW:

Understanding trauma-informed practice within the policing context requires reading and engagement with both foundation psychological research and policing centred literature. Such trauma focused psychological research such as Wilkinson (2017), Perry (2009) and Porges (2022) present the symptoms behind trauma regarding brain function such as memory influence, behaviour, communication and emotional regulation. Concepts surrounding dissociation, hypervigilance and memory fragmentation which are subjects in this literature, directly tie into police encounters where victims of traumatic events present as evasive, calm, confused, withdrawn etc. Such responses to police are often misunderstood by police which therefore reinforces the need for trauma-informed practices. 

Frameworks that are well established in health and social care such as the NHS Education for Scotland (NES) National Trauma Training Framework (2024) and NHS England Trauma-informed care framework (2025), further enforce key principles around the topic. Such frameworks have been used in those public service sectors for many years, demonstrating a mature understanding compared with policing. This work is used to illustrate how policing may have lagged in comparison.

Within policing itself, guidance documentation from the College of Policing (2021) and inspection reports from HMICFRS (2022, 2023) emphasise the expectation of reviewing boards and the public that officers respond appropriately to trauma and vulnerability. Such reports provide an argument that early police interactions can hugely influence victim engagement and therefore outcomes, primarily in areas surrounding domestic abuse and sexual offences. National strategy documents such as the Policing Vision 2025 (NPCC, 2016) further demonstrate the movement of professionalising the police and providing consistent practice across police forces.

Crucial research on trauma informed policing demonstrates similar themes. Studies such as Campbell, (2006), Elliott et al. (2013) and Bennett et al. (2025) provide the view that effective trauma-aware communication can assist in reducing victim withdrawal and improve outcomes. Yet, research from Gillespie-Smith et al. (2022) reveal that despite policy changes, many response police officers feel underprepared and undertrained. 

By putting the literature together, it shows that the need for trauma informed practice in policing is acknowledged by many and foundation research clearly supports its importance. Yet, whilst there is existing policies, guidance and research, there is a shown gap in understanding how response police officers themselves, the theoretical practitioners, perceive and apply trauma-informed practice on a regular basis. Most research found studies policy expectations and the victims’ perspective which whilst important, does not provide the practitioners standpoint. Providing this standpoint is an important aspect of trauma-informed practice because response police officers are often the first point of contact for victims of trauma and therefore play a crucial role in shaping the future of victim care.


	SUMMARY OF RESEARCH –SURVEY METHOD: 

I will be using a quantitative online survey sent to frontline response officers with anonymised data. This would be appropriate because it allows for data to be gathered efficiently from officers on different shifts and even forces. The survey provides anonymity which will encourage honest, unfiltered views on training, experience and understanding of the subject. 

By using this format, it will make it possible to identify patterns in knowledge and perceptions with the ability to clearly compare the responses. This will therefore assist in answering the question as to how trauma-informed practice is understood and applied. 




	SUMMARY OF SAMPLING FRAMEWORK: 

The target sample for my research will be frontline response officers within a single police force with considerations to extend this to other police forces. Such samples are the most appropriate participants because they are regularly the first to engage with trauma victims and are expected to utilise trauma-informed practice in live incidents. The perspective of the samples will provide clear insight into how the practice is understood and applied in an operational context.

A voluntary online survey will be distributed through internal channels to all ethically eligible response officers. This approach will maximise participation and accessibility. It will also ensure the sample is taken from a broad range of experiences and personalities; therefore the sample is best suited to address the aims of this project.


	ETHICAL ISSUES:

I do not foresee there being any major ethical issues to affect the project however in consideration is how the survey is presented. 

Given the professional context of the survey, officers may feel obligated to participate and provide answers in line with expectations of the force where the reality may differ, risking integrity and accuracy of the results. To minimise this, the survey will be distributed solely by me with anonymised data to prevent supervisory oversight and this will be clearly stated before participants answer the questions. 

Some questions within the survey may also relate to direct experiences of trauma, which may cause emotional discomfort. This again will be included BEFORE participants answer the questions so they are aware of what will be asked of them and the ability to skip answers will be present. At the end of the survey, the participants will be signposted to support resources. 

Data collected on the survey as stated will be anonymised and kept in compliance with GDPR. Such data will be stored securely and used only for the purposes of the research. No details of victims, offenders or any other involved parties in incidents will be recorded. 

I will act within ethical guidelines and seek approval for any method that requires it.

	TIME SCALE:


Timeline following proposal and ethics submission:


December 2025 – January 2026
- Conduct extended literature search + reading
- Submit literature review 26/01/2026

February – March 2026
- Complete survey design and sample method
- Submit methodology 09/03/2026

March – April 2026
- Distribute survey to officers
- Collect, organise and anonymise data
- Conduct data analysis
- Submit analysis results 27/04/2026

May 2026 
- Complete findings interpretation 
- Submit findings and conclusion of the question 01/06/2026

June 2026
- Complete editing and proofreading 
- Submit final dissertation 29/06/2026
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