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ABSTRACT

The research clearly indicates that the vast majority of individuals involved in the justice system who display offend-
ing behaviour have experienced trauma, victimization, or Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs). Knowing this to be
empirically factual raises the question, why is this not highlighted in the training of police officers, correctional officers,
parole and probation officers, crown prosecutors, defence lawyers, and judges alike? An understanding of the Justice
Client and their complex trauma could have important consequences on how all justice actors interact with people who
experience the justice system. Knowing that these individuals were often victims long before they were offending could
bring a more compassionate lens to the justice system. Having traumatic experiences is not the cause of offending, but it
is often present in the offending population. The prevalence of trauma among the offending population, who themselves
have often traumatized their victims, suggests a much-needed change in how police are trained to interact with Justice
Clients. This paper applies the concept of Universal Precautions from first aid training in the development of practical

policy to create a justice system based in compassion.
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INTRODUCTION

The concept of the victim—offender overlap—namely, that
there is a significant number of individuals that populate the
justice system as both victim and offender—is well researched
and documented. It has been examined and analyzed using
different sets of data (Jones et al., 2019; Bucerius, Jones, et al.,
2021; Sampson & Lauristen, 1990; Silver et al., 2011).
Understanding the idea that many individuals with
offending behaviour have a history of adverse childhood
experiences (ACEs) and trauma will allow opportunities
to better serve this population, referred to hereafter as the
Justice Client. Adverse childhood experiences include, but
are not limited to, family dysfunction, neglect, witnessing or
hearing domestic violence, exposure to family members who
have a substance abuse disorder or have been incarcerated,
and their own criminal victimization. Individuals who have
ACEs are more prone to substance use, abuse, and addiction
(Dube et al., 2003). These individuals are also more susceptible
to disease (cancer, COPD, diabetes, etc.), engaging in high-risk

sexual behaviour, psychiatric disorders, and incarceration
(Felitti et al., 1998; Danese & McEwen, 2012; Felitti & Anda,
2010; Schilling et al., 2007).

How justice system actors, beginning with the police
and ending with courts and/or correctional officers, interact
with the Justice Client has an impact on whether individu-
als will report their own victimization throughout their life
course (Myer & Williamson, 2020). It also has an impact on
the potential for the individual to re-offend (Baker & Gau,
2018; Tyler, 2017; Tankebe, 2013). By changing how justice
system actors are trained and introducing trauma-informed
practice and compassionate treatment of the Justice Client,
we may be able to change the outcomes for these individuals.

DISCUSSION

The concept of Universal Precautions is taughtin first aid classes
across the globe, requiring people to treat all blood and bodily
waste as contaminated with a virus, such as Hepatitis C, HIV,
or COVID-19. This allows the first aider to remain safe when
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administering the needed help to the individual and protects
the injured individual from potential contamination from the
first aider. The percentage of people who have Hepatitis C in
Canadais 0.6%, HIV is 0.0006%, and COVID-19 is 2.17%. Using
this same methodology for trauma in the justice system would
protect the officers as well as the Justice Client. The parallel
can be drawn that trauma is also a health issue, and there-
fore police should be looking at this through a public health
lens (Bucerius, Oriola, & Jones, 2021). If the vast majority of
Justice Clients have experienced trauma then the criminality
and behaviours may be symptomatic of the traumatic injury.
If there is education and an understanding of the impact of
trauma, then a compassionate lens—utilizing the tenets of
procedural justice, allowing participation or “voice,” neutral-
ity, conveying trustworthy motives, and dignity—used with
the Justice Client, would lead to less resistance, requiring less
force on the part of the police (Mazerolle et al., 2013; Tyler,
2017; Tyler & Huo, 2002). When we examine the percentage
of individuals in the justice system who have victimiza-
tion histories, the need for Universal Precautions for Trauma
becomes clear. According to Bucerius, Jones, et al. (2021), 97%
of incarcerated women and 95% of incarcerated men experi-
enced violent or sexual victimization in their lives, often in
childhood and before their own involvement in the system
as an offender. A significant amount of criminal offending,
substance use, and antisocial behaviour is symptomatic as
aresult of trauma. The concept of trauma is not new to the
criminal justice system, but a true understanding of who the
Justice Client is tends to be very limited. The fact that the vast
majority of incarcerated people, both men and women, have
experienced victimization and/or ACEs prior to their first
detected offence (Jones, 2020; Jones, Bucerius & Haggerty,
2019; Finkelhore et al., 2015) needs to be taken account in how
we train frontline police and correctional staff and others in
the justice system. Providing justice system actors knowledge
of the impacts of trauma on human development will lead to
better understanding, resulting in changes in how the system
treats these individuals.

The vast majority of frontline police and corrections
training in North America focuses on officer safety train-
ing and what would be considered “hard skills”: security,
law, policies, and procedures (Blumberg et al., 2019). What is
absent from most frontline justice academy syllabi is provid-
ing an understanding of the social determinants of crime
and who the Justice Client is. This training and education
about trauma, ACEs, and the Justice Client is also absent from
the vast majority of law schools, criminology and criminal
justice programs (James, 2020; Jones, 2020; Dierkhising &
Branson, 2016). This is not to say that the Justice Client is
ahomogenous group; however, there are specific factors,
such as victimization, trauma, and ACEs, that play a role
in the development of people and their justice interactions
(Edalati et al., 2017).

The justice system as a whole has failed to properly
educate justice actors on the realities of trauma faced by the
Justice Client. This may contribute to the “us versus them”
mentality, keeping score on sentence length as success for
prosecutions, arrest numbers for police, and breaches for
parole and probation (Sawyer & Wagner, 2020). Recent world
events have had an impact on policing, bringing the justice
system under the microscope, as the murder of George Floyd
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by police in Minneapolis, Minnesota, the shooting of Jacob
Blake by police in Kenosha, Wisconsin, and the murder
of Breonna Taylor by police in Louisville, Kentucky, have
all led to discussions of defunding the police and imple-
menting massive justice reforms (Akbar, 2020; Watson et
al., 2020).

There has been a move towards blending police and pub-
lic health to work towards the concept of community safety
and well-being (Bucerius, Oriola, & Jones, 2021; Williams &
Jones, 2020). However, this focuses primarily on what police
are doing and is not as prescriptive on how police interact with
the community. The move towards trauma-informed policing
provides police with a better understanding of the impacts of
trauma in the lives of the people with whom police interact
(Jones, 2020). Such an understanding, together with a move
towards changing how police interact with communities,
specifically the marginalized, vulnerable, and often over-
policed communities, in order to approach this interaction
with a public health lens, cannot be achieved until police
leaders start to acknowledge that what has been done in the
past is not successful.

Professor Lawrence Sherman of the University of Cam-
bridge once said, “We teach the police about law, not crime,
then expect them to manage crime.” This applies to the justice
system’s understanding of the individual Justice Client with
whom they interact. The majority of police training programs
fail to provide context about the high likelihood that an
individual dealing with the police as both an offender and
a victim has been subject to trauma. An understanding of
trauma and its impact on human dealings with justice actors
may lead to a more compassionate style of police interactions
with the public.

The discourse that has come from the recent movement
to defund or abolish the police is countered in the literature,
where marginalized communities are able to discuss what
they want from the police. The communities most impacted
by police ask that the police not be abolished but that police
officers act differently when engaging their communities
(Samuels-Wortley, 2021; Pattillo, 1998). This request from
the community reinforces the necessity for procedural jus-
tice. I posit that an understanding of the Justice Client will
strengthen the likelihood that procedural justice will be used
(Tyler, 2017; Tankebe, 2013).

For police leadership to dismiss events such as the
murder of George Floyd by using the argument of it being “a
one-off” or the “few bad apples” is irresponsible with respect
to the community that the police serve. Tens of thousands of
people turned out to protest the police across the globe. How-
ever, as the protest numbers faded, so too did the attention
police leadership paid to the movement. Waning numbers
of protesters does not remove the duty of police leadership
to institute meaningful and measurable change. Taking
into account the voices of citizens, as well as research that
discusses wanting police presence but wanting the police to
interact differently, represents input from the community
that must be addressed in order to rebuild police legitimacy
within the communities that they serve. We need only look at
Tom Tyler’s research on police legitimacy to understand the
impact. He states it best here: “every interaction that the police
have with the publicis an opportunity to build or undermine
police legitimacy” (Sunshine & Tyler, 2003).
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The need for trauma-informed justice and the use of
the Universal Precautions for Trauma concept could not be
more pressing than it is right now. As we move to evolve
and re-envision our justice systems, the development and
delivery of the following training needs to occur with all
frontline members:

Indigenous Historical Trauma

Provides the requisite understanding of the history and
impact of colonization and government assimilation poli-
cies on Indigenous peoples and how it relates to today
in a justice context.

Trauma 101

Provides an understanding of the different forms of
trauma to the frontline workers so that they can be aware
of them and their impacts.

Adverse Childhood Experiences

Provides specific training on ACEs to ensure that individ-
uals who are interacting with people daily understand
that ACEs are an actual injury to the brain that results
in developmental issues that can contribute to negative
behaviours and criminal conduct.

Victim—-Offender Overlap

Provides an understanding to the police community of
who the Justice Client is, including the experiences of
many individuals caught up in the justice system, such
as victimization, trauma, homelessness, substance use
disorder, and other contemporary issues.

Procedural Justice

Discusses the impact and necessity of following the tenets
of procedural justice to build legitimacy.

Police & Correctional Legitimacy

Provides an explanation as to why the concept of legiti-
macy matters and how it is achieved. Police and correc-
tions alike rely on the concept of legitimacy, both with
the community at large and the clients that they serve.
Lived Experience Presentation and Q&A

It is vital that individuals taking this training have an
opportunity to hear from and interact with individuals
who have experienced the justice system after being
arrested and incarcerated. This provides a full under-
standing of what people experience in the system,
allowing individuals working in the system to identify
and understand gaps.

This training has been developed and delivered to spe-
cific units as well as to recruit constables at the Edmonton
Police Service and is currently being evaluated to determine
its effectiveness.

CONCLUSION

In light of the research and the current climate, as well as
recent incidents related to policing and justice systems from
across the globe, it is necessary to focus on “how” police
engage with the community rather than “what” the police
are doing. Instituting training that provides people working
in the justice system with an understanding of the concept
of Universal Precautions for Trauma should have members
behaving more compassionately in communities to work
towards building legitimacy and increasing community
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satisfaction with the police. The research is clear that, when
the community sees the police as a legitimate power holder,
there is less offending and less re-offending, making the
community safer based on interactions alone (Paternoster et
al.,, 1997; Sunshine & Tyler, 2003; Murphy & Cherney, 2012;
Reisig et al., 2014).

The recommendations are that justice actors receive
additional training that applies customer service to police
legitimacy and operations. Evaluations of Procedural Justice
Training have concluded that it has long-term impacts on
the reduced use of force by trained officers and increased
positive perceptions of police from the community (Dai,
2020). The author believes this training will have additional
positive impacts; however, the efficacy of this training must
be evaluated and adjusted on an ongoing basis.
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