Examine and discuss the factors that can contribute to the causes of vulnerability
England and Wales police services are seeing an increasing demand for vulnerability-related incidents( College of Policing, 2021). The reason for this increase is due to the police being part of a broad system that has the responsibility to protect vulnerable people. But what is a vulnerable person and what makes them vulnerable? These are the questions that this essay will answer. It will provide an in-depth insight into the factors that contribute to vulnerability while briefly explaining the different ways to define an adult and child as vulnerable.
Before investigating the different factors that contribute to the cause of vulnerability, it is important to define what a vulnerable person is. There are different definitions for a vulnerable adult and child. When it comes to vulnerable adults, there is no single piece of legislation that defines it. The most common definition that is used is from the THRIVE definition (Williams, 2023). THRIVE stands for threat, harm,  risk, investigation, vulnerability and engagement. THRIVE is a model used by police during the initial call to help determine any likelihood of risk and if the caller has any specific needs, especially if the caller or anyone at the scene is classed as ‘vulnerable’ (HMICFRS,2023). The THRIVE m model defines a vulnerable person as someone who, as a result of their situation or circumstances, are unable to take care or protect themselves or others from harm or exploitation (NPCC, 2022). Although the police usually use the THRIVE model definition, there are other agencies in England and Wales who work off their own definition. The NHS define a vulnerable adult as any person aged 18 and over that is unable to take care of themselves or protect themselves from exploitation (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2022).  The charity Age UK define a vulnerable adult as someone aged over 18 who may need extra support. This could be due to several factors which make them unable to take care of themselves or protect themselves from harm (Age UK, 2024). 
Although these are only 3 definitions, they all share the same points: the individual is aged 18 or over and due to their circumstances, they cannot care for or protect themselves from harm.  Harm is defined as any physical or mental damage (Merriam-Webster, n.d) whereas exploitation is defined as being “groomed, forced or coerced into doing something that you don’t want to do for someone else’s gain” (Preventing Exploitation Toolkit, n.d). It is human nature for people to self-preserve by avoiding injury and removing themselves from dangerous situations and reducing the risk of harm (American Psychological Association, 2018). When it comes to vulnerable people, depending on their circumstances, they will not have the self-preservation instinct to protect themselves from harm or exploitation. This results in the individual needing additional support and to be treated a different way by police.
As explained, most definitions are aimed at vulnerable adults over 18. Because of this, different definitions and guidelines are needed for vulnerable children.  Public Health England (2020) define a vulnerable child as any child who is at a greater risk of experiencing either physical or emotional harm and also has the chance of a poor life outcome because of one or more factors in their lives. There is a difference between vulnerable adults and children due to the fact that vulnerable adults may choose not to act in their best interests and protect themselves from harm (Ann Craft Trust, no date). This could be for many different factors, some of which will be discussed throughout this essay. When it comes to children, they do not have their best interests at heart, so if an adult is not there to protect them, they may be prone to harm or exploitation. 
The factors that affect an individual’s vulnerability are categorised under two different sections: intrinsic and extrinsic. Intrinsic is mostly known as personal factors of the individual, such as individual characteristics, identity or status (Innes and Innes, 2013). Intrinsic factors are something that the individual cannot change, such their age and gender, ethnicity and religion, learning and physical disability along with their mental health issues and any lifestyle choices (Williams, 2023). On the opposite side of the scale, extrinsic factors relate to the individual’s environment or any situation surrounding the individual. Extrinsic factors can once again be broken down into two categories: situational and incidental. Situational extrinsic factors include factors where the likelihood of harm is increased due to the location, such as deprived or high crime areas. Incidental factors include those where the crime is likely to cause the individual harmful effects, for example, if they believe they are being personally targeted (Innes and Innes, 2013). All factors that can affect an individual’s vulnerability will come under intrinsic or extrinsic factors. If the individual experiences both intrinsic and extrinsic factors side by side, they are at a greater risk of harm. 
There are many different factors that can affect an individual’s vulnerability. Social exclusion is one of these factors. Social exclusion is when an individual does not have equal access to opportunities and services that could give them the lead for a happy life (Day, 2021). Social exclusion can be seen as an umbrella term for many different factors that contribute to vulnerability (Rehnberg, Cheruparamil and Whiteley, 2022). Many socio-economic factors come under the social exclusion umbrella, such as poverty, lack of education and lack of healthcare. All of these occur when the individual does not have equal access to these services, leaving them at a disadvantage.
Poverty is one of the main factors that falls under the social exclusion umbrella. Poverty is defined as not having enough resources to meet household needs resulting in withdrawal from society (Child Poverty Action Group, 2024). Poverty is classed as an extrinsic factor as it is something that the individual cannot fully control. When looking at poverty, it is always closely connected to the poverty line, which is a minimum threshold of income and anything less, the individual cannot afford to purchase any necessary resources to live. Families living in poverty usually have no disposable income (Makoka and Kaplan, 2005). There are different factors that contribute to an individual living in poverty. These are personal factors, such as employment situation and life circumstances, and universal factors, such as the cost of food, heating and water (South Tyneside Safeguarding Adults Board, 2024)
When looking at how poverty is a contributory factor to vulnerability, it mostly concerns children. As of March 2024, there are 4.2 million children living in poverty in the UK (Corcoran, 2024). Living in poverty can have a lot of negative effects on the children living in it, especially when parents cannot provide basic necessities for children, such as food, water and warmth. Not only is it the basics that some children miss out on, but also missing out on extracurricular activities that other children experience. This can cause mental effects on the child as they can are being excluded from the other children (Action For Children, 2023).  Linking this experience to the Public Health England definition of a vulnerable child, the child has the possibility of experiencing emotional harm, and possibly physical harm, due to possible overcrowding of the home, all of which has the possibility of impacting the child’s future. Children who live in poverty are often seen leaving education earlier to work to provide money for their household, leaving them with no education to be able to pursue any future career, therefore limiting themselves (Action for Children, 2023). 
It is not only vulnerable children who are affected by poverty, but also adults. Due to situations such as unemployment or low employment opportunities, little to no education, the cost-of-living crisis and even discrimination, it makes it hard for adults to find their way out of poverty. Based on this fact, adults may experience low mental health and drive, therefore increasing the likelihood of risk of harm and neglect, whether from outside individuals or self-neglect. The individual may not be able to stand up for themselves due to their circumstances, therefore leaving them unable to defend themselves (South Tyneside Safeguarding Adults Board, 2024). Based on the THRIVE definition, this would make the individual vulnerable and would need additional support to keep them and their family safe. 
Apart from poverty, there are other factors than can contribute to vulnerability. One of these is the community the individual lives in. As previously explained, a lack of work and education opportunities can lead an individual living in poverty. If there are multiple families experiencing the same issue, then the community may become known as impoverished area. From this branding, further issues could arise. A theory known as the ‘Broken Window Theory’ could explain how individuals living in a certain area may become vulnerable. Developed by Philip Zimbardo in 1969, the theory states that if an area has any visible signs of crime or disorder (such as broken windows), vandalism, loitering or any other civil disorder, then the area will be seen as an area of crime and disorder. From this, any new companies or building developer will avoid the area due to its negative connotations. It is often from this that further crime and anti-social behaviour will be increased in the area (Ruhl, 2024). If a poverty ridden area has not been looked after or there is an increase of criminal activity due to the factors related to poverty, then there will be little new businesses opening in the area, therefore exacerbating the lack of work and education opportunities. 
Poverty, lack of education and lack of employment are all extrinsic factors that contribute to vulnerability. These factors are circumstances that can be improved through many different means to help reduce the risk of harm of the individual, therefore lowering their risk of vulnerability. When it comes to intrinsic factors, the individual can very rarely change these circumstances. 
One intrinsic factor is that of age. As explained with poverty, young children are usually affected, making them vulnerable, but children are not the only group who are vulnerable. Elderly people are viewed as vulnerable due to specific risks with their developmental stage and dependency on others to help them live their lives (Langmann, 2022). The public view elderly people as frail, vulnerable and dependent, especially during the Covid-19 pandemic, where elderly people were highlighted by the media as the “most at risk” (Whiteside and Garcia, 2020) and “millions of elderly American still vulnerable” (Schriber, 2022), implying the elderly people are seen as the more vulnerable age group.
The elder population are the most at risk of abuse at home. This could be because the person lives on their own and has very little contact with family, friends or neighbours (Rights 4 Seniors, 2024). There are many reasons for lack of contact, ranging from the death of a spouse, leaving the workplace or even getting too weak to journey out of the house. Due to the little contact, the individuals tend to feel lonely and isolated, which in turn, affects their health, both mental and physical (NHS, 2022). According to Age UK, in England, more than two million people over the age of 75 live alone. Of those two million, just over 1 million stated they go for over a month without speaking to anybody. As a
There is one factor that contributes to vulnerability which incorporates all the factors that have been explained this far. This is adverse childhood experiences (ACEs). ACEs are potentially traumatic events that occur between 0 to 17 years old (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2023). ACEs are categorised into three groups: abuse, neglect, and household challenges. Within each of these three groups are sub-groups, including sexual, physical and emotional abuse, substance users and mental illness in the household, domestic violence, divorce, incarcerated family members and emotional and physical neglect (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2021)(Manchester University NHS Foundation Trust, 2024).  The reason that ACEs are classed as a contributory factor to vulnerability is due to the possible future impact of them. Although in the moment the child is at risk of harm and is seen as vulnerable, without intervention, the individual will continue to experience the circumstance, making them vulnerable in the future. 
A study by Blackburn and Darwen (as explained in Blackburn.gov.uk, 2024) found that 47% of the UK population aged between 18 and 69 years old had experienced at lease 1 ACE. The results found that 19% had experienced one, 16% had experienced 2 to 3 and 12% had experienced more than 4 ACEs. So why are ACEs so important? During childhood, if a child experiences an ACE, the stress can negatively affect the child’s brain development, immune system development and the stress-response systems. An example of this is the development of the fight or flight instinct. When it comes to fight or flight, when a person experiences stress or fright, their instinctive physiological reaction is to fight or flee (Psychology Tools, 2024). Once the situation is over, the body will then recover, and the individual can continue their day. This is the ideal situation of an individual who has never experienced an ACE and their stress level is known as a positive or tolerable stress response (Department of Health, 2024). For individuals who have experienced ACEs, their stress level is known as toxic stress, which results in a prolonged activation of the body’s fight or flight mode, the individual cannot rest, leaving them stuck in chronic stress, known as a fixed allostatic load (Guidi, 2021). Failure to reduce the allostatic load of an individual can lead to long-term health consequences, which evidence shows. 
A study by Felitti in 2002 found that individuals who experience more ACEs are more likely to develop a smoking habit leading to chronic obstructive pulmonary disease. Individuals who experience more than four were 460% more likely to develop depression than those who experienced 0. The study also found alcoholism, occupational health and job performance to be affected by ACE experiences. All of these have the potential to make the individual vulnerable, especially depending on the severity of the circumstances.
All the previous factors mentioned are circumstances mentioned are related to the vulnerable individual either experiencing extrinsic factors that can change, or intrinsic factors they cannot. There is one factor that does not necessarily come under either intrinsic or extrinsic and that is how well the police carry out their job. If the police service fails to carry out their lawful role to help people, even if they are not classed as vulnerable, then the lack of support from the police can in turn make them feel vulnerable. The THRIVE definition defines vulnerable people as those who cannot protect themselves or others from harm or exploitation. The police have a vital role in identifying and protecting vulnerable people, although they do not always follow their role. This was evident in the case of Fiona Pilkington. 
In October 2007, Fiona Pilkington along with her disabled teenage daughter, Francecca Hardwick, died after Fiona set fire to their car after police failed to help her. Between November 1997 and October 2007, Pilkington reported at least thirty-three different incidents of anti-social behaviour against her, her family and her property from teenagers living in the area (Hussain, 2011). Francecca was an 18-year-old woman who had been diagnosed with learning difficulties, leaving her with the mental capacity of a young child along with different physical issues (Walker, 2009). Francecca received support from Leicestershire Social Services because of this, where they knew she was unable to take care of herself, therefore satisfying the definition of a vulnerable adult (IPCC, 2009). This is important to note, as when Fiona made the calls to the police, even alerting her local MP, not once was it linked that Francecca, along with Fiona’s other disabled son, was classed as vulnerable. A report by the Independent Police Chiefs Council in 2009 found the lack of police response “difficult to comprehend” as the consecutive reports from Pilkington painted the picture of vulnerable individuals who were in fear and distress (IPCC, 2009). The lack of support from the police made Fiona and her family even more vulnerable, which resulted in the tragic deaths of mother and daughter. 
In conclusion, even though this essay has discussed several contributory factors of vulnerability, these are not a definitive list. The essay shows that both intrinsic and extrinsic factors can affect individuals’ vulnerability at any stage of life, although with police support, whether its intervening ACEs or actually doing their role of protecting the public, it can help protect the individuals from harm and exploitation, therefore making them a little less vulnerable.
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