
CREATING SAFETY DURING COVID-19 AND BEYOND
Safe communities and healthy justice-involved youth and their families are chief priorities for juvenile drug 
treatment courts (JDTCs), including during the COVID-19 pandemic. Experiences ranging from remote work 
to closure of schools and death of loved ones have presented challenges for JDTC teams to effectively carry 
out job duties. For many justice-involved youth and the staff working with them, this experience may create 
additional stress resulting in traumatic experiences. Courts can work to mitigate the impact with trauma-
informed approaches and practices.

Youth, families, and staff have concerns about their 
physical safety due to COVID-19 and may have 
challenges finding emotional safety due to the range 
of changes and challenges experienced during the 
pandemic. JDTCs can support both physical and 
emotional safety with trauma-informed practices 
that recognize trauma reminders (i.e., triggers) and 
support youth and families in their response to 
stressful and traumatic situations, both during this 
pandemic and beyond. 

The following pages contain tips for creating physical and emotional safety for youth, families, and JDTC 
teams using trauma-informed strategies during and after the COVID-19 pandemic. When in doubt about 
whether actions are trauma-informed, ask whether the action is increasing safety in a manner that the 
other person feels is helpful. Using this mindset coupled with the following tips will provide a foundation 
for a trauma-informed response.

Due to their intensive level of support and 
accountability, JDTCs are uniquely positioned to 
address both the physical and emotional safety 
of youth and families during crises. By using the 
suggested actions that follow, JDTC team members 
can recognize triggers and provide support and 
navigation of stressful situations for clients and 
fellow team members. For additional COVID-19 
resources and operational support for treatment court 
programs, please visit nadcp.org/covid-19-resources.

http://nadcp.org/covid-19-resources
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• Engage and designate a mental health 
and/or child welfare professional to 
assist the JDTC team. The team should 
feel comfortable sharing insights about 
youth behavior and work closely with 
these professionals to address and resolve 
difficult situations.

• Meet routinely with the designated 
mental health and/or child welfare 
professional (at least once a week) to 
advocate for the support youth and 
families may need to remain safe. 

• Continue to strategize on how to 
connect with youth and families to solve 
challenges, and report as mandated, 
while attempting to preserve the 
relationship with youth and families as 
best as possible. Youth safety comes first.

Recognize the signs of present and 
ongoing trauma. During a crisis that 
requires quarantine, risk for domestic 
violence, child abuse, and sexual abuse 
may increase as youth may be at home with 
perpetrators of past physical and emotional 
violence. It is particularly important to pay 
attention to avoidance behavior, suspected 
substance use, severe mood change, loss 
of appetite, trouble sleeping, or expressing 
feelings of not wanting to live. 

RECOGNIZE1

Respond to signs of unsafe behaviors 
or situations. Mental health challenges 
related to trauma such as depression and 
anxiety may be more frequent during a time 
that forces individuals to isolate from others 
or remain in physical proximity to people 
who can trigger negative behavior. Coupled 
with the potential for violence in the home 
related to abuse, these situations may  
result in youth being hurt by others or youth 
hurting themselves or others.

RESPOND2

• Check in routinely with youth (at least 
twice a week) to see if they have had 
experiences that are particularly stressful 
or made them feel unsafe. 

• Ask youth how they have dealt with these 
stressful situations.

• When sensing more is happening than 
is being shared, clearly express your 
concern.

• Report suspected abuse/neglect 
or criminal activity to appropriate 
authorities.



ACTIONS

• To the extent possible, the JDTC (or 
standard juvenile court) should set a 
timeline and frequency schedule for 
remote engagement. This is likely to be 
more frequent contact than was offered 
during pre-pandemic operations. 

• Assist families with ensuring that 
measures are put in place to ensure 
physical safety and identify the 
availability of remote resources such as 
telehealth, virtual conferencing, and other 
technology-based solutions. 

• Share tips with youth and families. Invite 
questions or concerns about how the JDTC 
will help keep them safe while continuing 
to engage with their recovery services or 
court mandates.

• Assess and intervene to assist any family 
who has lost or is in danger of losing life-
essential resources.
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Communicate a clear plan for contact 
and support. The uncertainty of a 
pandemic or crisis may put youth and 
families in survival mode—which makes 
them more anxious and protective when 
working with others. This may often look 
like oppositional behavior. This can result 
from the real danger of possible COVID-19 
infection; however, it may be difficult for 
youth and families to communicate their 
attempts to keep themselves safe, and it 
may instead appear that they are being 
resistant to directives. A survival orientation 
can also result when job loss, eviction, or 
other destabilizing changes occur during a 
pandemic or other times.

COMMUNICATE3
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• Conduct a self-check throughout the day 
to identify whether heightened feelings of 
stress are present. By using mindfulness 
techniques to become aware of common 
triggers that can lead to unhealthy coping 
strategies, triggering body sensations such 
as hunger and fatigue or feelings such as 
being angry, lonely, or sad can be attended 
to before they lead to unhealthy decisions. 
Partner with a colleague to check in about 
how triggers are impacting them. Give 
each other permission to share how you 
are feeling.

• Encourage routine five-minute wellness 
activities (at least every couple of hours) 
during the day such as a walk, mindfulness 
activity, religious or other spiritual 
practices, or connecting with someone 
who helps the staff feel recharged.

• Schedule regular staff meetings even 
if only to check in, especially if most 
staff are working remotely. Give staff the 
opportunity to share if loved ones are ill or 
have died. 

• Schedule time to connect virtually or 
in person with coworkers with whom 
you have established valuable social 
connection.

Support JDTC team wellness. The 
pandemic has impacted court staff in 
various ways, ranging from making difficult 
decisions to completing essential work 
tasks that may put them and their family at 
risk for exposure to COVID-19 or financial 
hardships due to family members losing 
employment or becoming sick. For some, 
their colleagues are an integral part of 
their social or support nextwork, and 
disconnection from them can be unsettling. 
These challenges can make it difficult to 
focus on job responsibilities and effectively 
complete job tasks when working in-office 
or remotely. 

SUPPORT4


