



Individual, political, environmental, and social variables interact in diverse ways to create vulnerability in all its manifestations (Prevention Web, 2021). It is a complex idea that has a strong connection to both risk and resilience. It may appear in a variety of situations, from larger global socioeconomic frameworks to individual mental health issues (Kuran et al., 2020). Fundamentally, vulnerability is a condition of being vulnerable to injury or exploitation, which can be caused by a variety of external and internal circumstances. A comprehensive analysis of the complex processes at work is necessary to comprehend susceptibility, considering the intersections of cultural norms, human traits, the environment, and economic inequality. Vulnerability penetrates all aspects of human existence, from marginalised populations experiencing systematic oppression to individuals overcoming personal hardships. As such, comprehensive measures are required to address and lessen its effects.


For instance, socioeconomic factors play a crucial role in vulnerable people. According to Esposito et al (2017), there are three socioeconomic factors including poverty, inequality, and unemployment or underemployment all combined to create a triangle that increases social vulnerability. Economic hardship increases vulnerability to several risks and hazards by limiting access to essential resources including food, water, healthcare, and education. The financial instability caused by insufficient income from insecure or inadequate work makes people and families more susceptible to economic shocks and disasters. 
Furthermore, inequality in wealth, income, and opportunity exacerbates vulnerability, particularly for marginalised groups whose access to resources and services is further impeded. These elements emphasise the complex processes that shape vulnerable people and it draws attention to the pressing need for all-encompassing interventions that are aimed at addressing socioeconomic disparities and fostering community resilience.










A case study of financial vulnerability is Edith Negus, a 102-year-old woman whose carer Julie Sayles, 59, took advantage of her position of trust to start extracting money from Negus's bank account, believed to be worth £290,000, instead of doing her job (BBC News, 2017). Over time, Sayles was able to steal money from Negus' bank account by using her weakness in her advanced age. This financial scandal shows the various ways in which one can take advantage of someone's weakness. First, Sayles's use of manipulation had been made easier by her betrayal of her caretaker's trust and dependency when she was in a position of trust and loyalty. Second, Sayles may have helped Negus by taking advantage of her isolation, which would have made her more vulnerable to exploitation and manipulation. Finally, Sayles may have profited from Negus's 102 years of age, cognitive deterioration, and financial ignorance in situations where Negus would not have been able to handle her financial affairs. 


Another vulnerability factor could be cuckooing. The term "cuckooing" is the exploitation strategy used by criminal groups to take over a vulnerable person's home and use it as a base for their illegal drug operations or other criminal activity (StopAdultAbuse, 2024). According to Lee (2022), predators especially target those who are vulnerable due to things like substance abuse, mental illness, intellectual difficulties, or social isolation. By promising drugs or making friends, they entice or threaten these helpless people, then use a vulnerable person’s home as a base from which to distribute narcotics. Furthermore, gangs may use adults and children who are weaker than others from their networks to occupy these homes; to keep control, they frequently use intimidation techniques. An example of economic hardship would be cuckooing, where Sarah was a prisoner in her own house which was overrun by drug dealers, she states, "I thought they were being kind, then slowly, but surely, they would turn up and they would come in at all hours of the night, in the morning without warning, sometimes with five or six people at a time,” (Cotterill, 2022). Although it also says that Sarah used crack cocaine and heroin for personal use which is also a vulnerable factor, it shows Sarah's lack of resources caused her to become a victim of cuckooing and her response may be an indication of her weaknesses as it mentions Sarah's usage of heroin and crack cocaine draws the attention to several weak points. First, it appears that she may be struggling with addiction, as her reliance on these drugs hinders her judgement and increases her vulnerability to exploitation, this refers to Esposito et al (2017) in economic hardship of the lack of resources of support, healthcare, and the lack of social interactions she had. 

Furthermore, drug usage harms physical health, which makes people more susceptible to manipulation. Substance use has a massive impact on the well-being and physical health of a person, where a study has shown around 1 in 20 adults worldwide who are 15 years and older suffer from an alcohol use problem, and 1 in 100 have a psychoactive substance use disorder (University of Cambridge, 2022). In addition, associated mental health conditions and drug addiction exacerbate vulnerabilities and it can make people more vulnerable to exploitation. Drug addictions can also result in social isolation, which erodes support systems and increases vulnerability to abuse. Finally, Sarah's drug usage exacerbates economic instability by depleting her finances and leaving her more vulnerable to abuse by drug dealers. Her circumstance serves as an example of how people might find themselves in extremely vulnerable circumstances, like cuckooing, due to a lack of resources and assistance her addiction makes her more vulnerable, but it also highlights the larger social problems associated with addiction and how it affects people's health, relationships with others, and financial security. 




Vulnerability exploitation and abuse can be caused by several individual factors, such as mental health conditions, substance misuse, social distancing, unstable finances, a history of trauma or abuse, cultural and societal influences, intellectual or developmental disabilities, and life transitions or events (NIDirect, 2019). These characteristics may be used to explain how legal safeguards lessen vulnerability resulting from discrimination and unfair treatment by looking at them and applying them to the Equality Act 2010. The Equality Act 2010 is a critical tool in reducing vulnerability since it provides legal protection against discriminatory behaviours based on a range of factors, such as health, equality, economic status, personal traits, and family dynamics (GOV.UK, 2015). The Act promotes diversity and adaptability in society by eliminating discriminatory behaviours and advancing equality. Individuals can become prone to health problems including mental illness, substance abuse, and disability, and social exclusion can also be caused by economic causes unemployment, and low educational attainment. Vulnerability is also increased by individual situations such as social isolation and criminal histories. The Equality Act 2010 guarantees equal treatment and opportunity for every person, irrespective of their circumstances, by outlawing discrimination in all these scenarios. Furthermore, it ensures that vulnerable persons within families receive equal care and support by extending legal safeguards to family settings.

Emmanuel Levinas's "The Three Faces of Vulnerability" theory emphasises how crucial it is to comprehend the idea of vulnerability in human relationships (Levinas, 2020). It highlights vulnerability as a fundamental aspect of human existence that affects relationships in ways that go beyond sentimentality. He points out that societal norms value independence and self-interest and contend that developing moral relationships requires acknowledging the vulnerability of others. It demands a more just society that prioritises respect, protection of vulnerable people, and a feeling of mutual accountability. Using Levinas's theory, vulnerable people, such as those suffering from mental illness or drug misuse problems, are the focus of being vulnerable in the circumstances such as cuckooing, which takes advantage of their vulnerabilities to utilise their houses for illegal activities. Referring Levinas's theory to Sarah's story (Cotterill, 2022), serves as a reminder of financial hardship and exploitation on how important it is to identify and address vulnerability to promote moral relationships, fight for value respect, protect the weak, and encourage mutual accountability. 


Another major factor of vulnerability is shown in the Financial Conduct Authority (FCA) survey that suggested 47% of UK adults exhibited one or more of the following characteristics, these include low financial resilience, limited financial capability, poor mental health, and the impact of negative life events (Omidvar, 2023). Statistics demonstrating a substantial overlap between debt and mental health concerns, impacting over 1.5 million people, suggest that those who are facing financial instability tend to be more vulnerable (Money and Mental Health, 2020). Furthermore, the reality that nearly fifty percent of UK individuals (45%) lack confidence in their capacity to manage their finances (Money & Pensions Service, 2021) indicates that financial instability is widespread and underlines the connection between unstable finances and vulnerability to a range of problems.


Another factor of vulnerability protected under the Equality Act is disability. Under the Equality Act, disability is defined as “if you have a physical or mental impairment that has a substantial and long-term negative effect on your ability to do normal daily activities” (GOV.UK, “Definition of Disability under the Equality Act 2010”). The case of 
Fiona Pilkington serves as a reminder of vulnerability in terms of equality. Fiona Pilkington tragically killed herself and her handicapped daughter Francesca Hardwick in 2007 when she endured years of abuse, harassment, and antisocial behaviour due to her daughter’s disability from the local kids (Hampshire Safeguarding Adults Board, 2009). Over a decade, the abuse was reported to the authorities on multiple occasions, however not much was done to safeguard the matter where institutional flaws were revealed in preventing antisocial behaviour and safeguarding those who are vulnerable, which sparked calls for improvements to how they are handled as well as greater support for those who have been harassed and bullied (Walker, 2009). Fiona Pilkington's story shows the serious implications of systemic failures in controlling antisocial behaviour and protecting the vulnerable, further to this, the protected characteristic under the law. For over a decade, Fiona reported the bullying and harassment to the authorities, but support wasn't provided. The failures highlight an essential factor that makes people vulnerable. There were insufficient systems of support and protection for those who are being harassed and abused which is a major factor of neglect. When people are ignored after pleading for help, it makes vulnerable people like Fiona and her daughter Francesca who may already be dealing with difficulties brought on by her disability are further ignored and put in danger.


Statistics suggest that some people with disabilities die up to 20 years earlier than those without disabilities and may face many health inequities with the development of other health risk factors (World Health Organisation, 2023). Health-related conditions include obesity, diabetes, asthma, depression, stroke, and poor dental health. Stigma, discrimination, poverty, and exclusion from jobs and education are a few examples of health disparities. 
This increases her vulnerability because of her impairment, it increases her vulnerability in mental health issues, the loss of freedom and independence, and likely experiencing domestic abuse where they are less able to protect themselves (Living Without Abuse, 2024). Fiona Pilkington and Francesca Hardwick are vulnerable in a variety of ways, this includes health-related limitations, environmental difficulties, financial restrictions, social isolation, service accessibility, and legal safeguards. All these displays the major contributions to her vulnerability and tragically her death. If there was the support provided, it would minimise the vulnerability factor to Fiona and Francesa where services can further provide support to minimise the remaining vulnerability factors. 









Vulnerability from a cultural perspective can happen in a wide range of ways. One prime example of vulnerability within religion and culture is Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) which is practiced among some of the following religions, Christianity, Islam, and Judaism (Forward UK, 2024). Girls and young women are subjected to the destructive non-medical practice of female genital mutilation (FGM), which is prohibited in the UK and is categorised as child abuse, culture (NHS, 2019). Approximately 137,000 women and girls are impacted by the 60,000 under-15 girls who are thought to be at risk in England and Wales each year (Public Health England, 2021). The NHS FGM annual report for 2020–2021 listed 5,395 instances in England (NHS England, 2021).


At the age of seven, Asseta, a mother of three, was subjected to female genital mutilation (FGM). She says, "I will never forget the experience of getting cut” (GOV.UK Department for International Development, 2014). Asseta chose to accept assistance from UNICED and UNFPA Joint Programmes in defiance of custom and to save her daughters from suffering. It's essential to consider how this scenario may put a young child at risk given their lifestyle. For instance, it could be uncomfortable for Asseta's daughters to attend a UK school where some students may not be aware of the existence of FGM in the UK. As they age, they may also start to question possible physical abnormalities as they become more aware of their bodies. This can have long-term effects on individuals who are affected since the injury is irreversible, can lead to issues during pregnancy and childbirth, mental health issues such as depression, self-harm, and flashbacks, and in extreme cases, can result in death from infections and blood loss (NSPCC, 2018). Furthermore, as some religions consider FGM a cultural, religious practice if refuse to adhere to the practice, some people are disowned by families, excommunicated, and mocked by the community (Ngozi Odo et al, 2020). Not only are they submitted to being vulnerable after having the procedure done and it is affecting the physical abnormalities and confidence in a person, but it can be significantly exacerbated by the pressure to comply with FGM. 










This also refers to GOV.UK Department for International Development (2014) from FGM being an environmental vulnerability factor as she is in Burkina Faso. Her environment displays multiple environmental factors including it being considered a norm in the culture in that part of the world and societal pressures are high in these circumstances. Also, to consider, FGM practiced in Burkina Faso also suggests there is limited legal protection as the procedure often prevails, lack of education to suggest the endless harms it can cause, and Burkina Faso is a poverty factor suggesting economic pressures are prioritised over well-being (UNICEF, 2023). Should they choose to refuse the practice, they may face social, family, and psychological consequences which emphasises how crucial it is to make all efforts met to address the underlying social and cultural reasons that support and empower those who choose to refuse FGM. FGM is a major contributing factor to vulnerability as it is encountered in a few areas, one being abandoned by family and communities and the repercussions of refusing and secondly by dealing with the fallout and aftermath of FGM's damage it has on an individual's mental health including Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, Anxiety, depression, and it being a long-term disability due to poor psychosocial functioning (Tammary and Manasi, 2023).



Another horrific vulnerability and selflessness factor that distributes itself from the above cases is the case of Sharon Beshenivsky. Police officer Sharon Beshenivsky worked in West Yorkshire, England where she answered a regular call for help at a Bradford travel firm in November 2005 when Sharon and her colleague found themselves facing armed robbers.
(BBC News, “Sharon Beshenivsky: Robbery Ringleader Guilty of PC’s 2005 Murder”, 2024). Sharon Beshenivsky was shot and killed in the confrontation, and her colleague was injured. The range of vulnerability factors that Sharon had to deal with started with the possible dangers that came with her line of work. Her passing not only raises awareness of her suspect's widespread acts, but also highlights the threat it poses to her family, her co-workers, and society. After the event, it is also critical to consider the personal sacrifice she made. From the perspective of a police officer's security, this kind of incident may be viewed as a weakness since it may highlight the absence of safety equipment meant to handle situations like armed robberies.



Vulnerability is influenced by societal, political, environmental, and individual factors which may have an impact on everything from personal issues to the world's socioeconomic institutions (UNDRR, 2017). It involves vulnerability to injury or exploitation because of both internal and external factors, which requires extensive reduction strategies. Individual vulnerabilities like drug abuse and mental health disorders, along with socioeconomic problems like poverty and inequality, increase vulnerability and require the protection of legal protections like the Equality Act 2010. The case studies provided serve as a reminder that there is the need to address underlying norms and environmental dangers, which are made clear by cultural traditions such as female genital mutilation, financial scandalous gain, and criminal activities like cuckooing, which further exploits vulnerabilities. Considering the case of Sharon Beshenisvky, her occupation, and lack of protection had an impact on her vulnerability displays that vulnerability can happen in short-term situations, not just long-term. A comprehensive strategy must be in place to tackle inequality in society, by fostering equality and enhancing community resilience to reduce vulnerability and ensure the welfare of every person. Because of its comprehensive understanding of vulnerability in every aspect of human existence, Levinas's theory of "The Three Faces of Vulnerability" has significant implications for social justice, ethics, and real-world interventions that improve the welfare of both people and communities. It is beneficial to apply his theory to the cases as it gives a broader understanding of the different types of vulnerability and the contributing factors of its nature.  
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