

Critically analyse the meaning of ‘vulnerability’ in the context of operational policing

According to College of Policing, if any person because of their circumstances, is unable to protect themselves from being harmed or exploited is regarded as a vulnerable person (College of Policing, 2023). According to UK’s Home Office, 20% of the Police’s time is spent on responding to people afflicted with mental health issues (Home Office, 2014). The police services and other mental health support agencies  are increasingly being called to respond to mental health and distress-related issues that can arise due to vulnerable people with mental health issues and learning disabilities (Chapman, et al., 2017). Police are usually, the first point of contact for People in situations of danger, crisis, or emergency  (Home Office, 2014). In many cases, Police are contacted by persons in need for medical help or for social and health support. As a result, the Police have a critical role in protecting and supporting people with the rise of harm or abuse. 
Vulnerability is a universal concept as all people are somewhat vulnerable by being human. Vulnerability is derived a person’s capacity to be harmed or at risk from psychological, emotional, or physical causes, often associated with a lack of agency, weakness, and dependency on their actions (Bartkowiak-Théron, et al., 2016). The human susceptibility to suffering is not only limited to special groups such as disabled, or those suffering from poverty, environment, or crime, but also those who have experienced inhumane and anti-social behaviour (Wood, 2020). A wide extent of people can be termed as vulnerable, some of which might face physical vulnerability (health-related) or others social (economic, political, political) or even emotional, situational, and incidental (Bates, 2021). The vulnerability can be a universal trait where any human can become vulnerable and susceptible to harm due to their experience and conditions (Bartkowiak-Théron, et al., 2016).
Police have a moral obligation to respond to issues related to vulnerability because by definition, the broad objective of policing in our society is to provide help in the times of difficulty (Kirby, 2021). Police have the duty to provide safety, support, and stability to all citizens (Enang, et al., 2022). So, Police has a moral and legal obligation to protect those, (Enang, et al., 2022). So, helping the vulnerable is an extension of the ethical mandate of policing and also of their duties and responsibilities. 
From the perspective of Police, vulnerability is situational, and the risk of being harmed depends upon the specific circumstances that an individual faces (College of Policing, 2023). So, vulnerability is context specific. For example, a person with mental health issues is not considered vulnerable, if adequate support and care is providing and protection is provided to them from being harmed or exploited (Enang, et al., 2019). 
Vulnerable people have complex needs and requirements, and Police personnel by themselves are not equipped to meet those needs (Home Office, 2014). So, Police personnel are trained and educated to recognize and respond to potential vulnerability related risks and range of approaches that should be implemented to help vulnerable people (College of Policing, 2023). The College of Policing has recommended THRIVE approach to define vulnerability. The THRIVE approach is a four step approach, starting with identifying the potential vulnerabilities of the individual, seeing those vulnerabilities in the context of situation and anticipate the potential risks the person is exposed to, identifying the degree of risk and finally taking action if necessary, in conjunction with partner agencies, which have the appropriate skills and resources to provide the right care (College of Policing, 2023). 
To work together to respond to the aid of vulnerable people, Police personnel must understand the challenges of providing provisions for physical mental and social well-being for the vulnerable (Asquith & Bartkowiak-Th'eron, 2021). They must be aware of how to operate and understand the complex challenges of how to handle these issues. This requires an understanding of What is vulnerability, who are vulnerable, why should the police respond to issues related to vulnerability and how should the police respond to vulnerability requests (Asquith & Bartkowiak-Th'eron, 2021).
Individual vulnerability is dependent on the experience and consequence of their circumstances such as age, ethnicity, race, illness, indigeneity, cognitive impairment, sexuality, gender, identity, addiction, disability, or homelessness (Naylor, et al., 2019). In current police procedures, these vulnerabilities are covered in how to approach with the participation of Public Health agencies, MASH, and NHS (College of Policing, 2022). 
In case, the police personnel comes across a person with risk of vulnerability, the personnel is expected to follow guidelines which include having knowledge to spot the clues that indicate vulnerability, the potential risks that the vulnerable person may be exposed to, ensuring that the vulnerable person is kept safe and away from harm (College of Policing, 2022), creating a environment of trust and openness with the person through communication and collect evidence and information from the vulnerable person about the incident. The role of first responders is critical as these initial interactions ensure the appropriate and necessary action takes place (College of Policing, 2022). 
For identifying vulnerability and the risk of harm for a vulnerable person, College of Policing suggest risk assessment tools along with professional judgment of the police personnel (College of Policing, 2021). This approach improves the service delivery to vulnerable people and allows Police to look at the vulnerability according to the situation and circumstances of the vulnerable (Bartkowiak-Théron, et al., 2016). 
According to Guidelines for recognizing and responding to vulnerability, the police responders must be alert and curious to identify the signs of vulnerability related risks such as a person being harmed, under distress or exploited. As the police responders interact with potential people who have already endured, suffered, or harmed, therefore, they must communicate with such persons with care, practice active listening, being respectful and open, to quickly build trust. The police officers must keep an open mind, avoid personal biases, and investigate by gathering clues and evidence, to ensure the right policing response.  
Police responders are trained to identify the signs such as  recognizing anything unusual like injury, anxiousness, or unsettle, distress, demeanour, behaviour is manic, slow or furtive, communication of individual where they are showing concern, slurred speech, slow or fast, eyes are glazed, dilated, body language is showing stress or fear, danger in environment or due to physical condition are the elements (College of Policing, 2022). Police responders should be able to recognise and assess vulnerability in an individual (College of Policing, 2022). Another reason for the police responders must have the awareness of sighs and clues, because in many cases, the vulnerable person may not disclose the true condition because of situational, cultural factors or because of the vulnerable person’s past experiences. Further, there may also be barriers of shame or stigma or the vulnerable person’s dependence on abuser. So, a skilled police responder with the knowledge of the barriers and the clues, can undertake an effective investigation. 
Communicating with vulnerable people should also be learned such as offering them drinks, breaks in between talks, giving them time to think, offering interpreter or other officers, understanding the impact or sensitivity to police, using speech and dialogue which is easy to understand, and actively list to the vulnerable (College of Policing, 2022). 
To ensure that the police officers have the necessary skills to identify the vulnerability risks, the strategic objective of providing the right training and professional development is necessary for policing staff. The police responders are expected to use the practice of communication, curiosity, and clues together to ensure, investigation is satisfactory. Further, Police responders must be developed capability to assess the vulnerable person’s degree of resourcefulness, resilience, and capacity. This analysis helps in moderating the response based on the individual’s needs.  
Another step towards practising vulnerability is to train and upgrade the cultural knowledge of police personnel. This process may involve building cultural competency, cultural knowledge. Further, providing opportunities where police officers can develop their knowledge and skills and determine the risk associated with vulnerability (College of Policing, 2022). With skills and knowledge on how to respond to respond effectively and recognised who are at risk of harm. The skills improve the ability of an individual to capture relevant information, assess and analyse it to learn how to respond in future scenarios (College of Policing, 2022).
One of important requirements for effective identification of the risks to vulnerable people is for Police to work in collaboration with multiple agencies. For example, e Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hub (MASH) – allows information sharing between several agencies, which can lead to timely action (Home Office UK, 2014). Further, multi-agency approach also leads to coordinated actions with taking all stakeholders into confidence (Keay & Kirby, 2018). Finally, the multi-agency approach helps in ensuring that the right agency is given the task to provide support for vulnerable persons and Police engaging in their core duties and responsibilities of ensuring peace. 
For vulnerability assessment, police personnel can make use of a vulnerability assessment framework called ABCDE tool. The ABCDE tool, which stands for Appearance, Behaviour, Community Capacity, Danger, and Environmental Circumstances provides the step by step procedure to determine whether the person in risk of vulnerable. In case, a person is considered a vulnerable person, then the police personnel must complete the ACN under the Care Act. 
In order to improve the police’s response to vulnerability, the National Vulnerability Knowledge and Practice Programme (VKPP) has been established aimed at increased coordination and providing evidence based guidelines to provide effective responses to vulnerability. The VKPP programme aims to ensure benchmarking of responses, collect results of different evidences and responses to handling vulnerability and develop logic models ( College of Policing, 2021).
In order to ensure organizational learning to vulnerability related training, the professional development of police personnel includes improving their communication and also use debriefing methods (College of Policing, 2020). Further, newer technologies such as body-worn video (BWV) footage when interacting with a vulnerable person is reviewed to further identify better response and for improvement in practice. The chief officers are given the responsibility to ensure that the police personnel are given the necessary learning and training opportunities (College of Policing, 2020). 
Police officers themselves can be vulnerable to trauma, and PTSD Post Traumatic Stress Disorder due to constantly being exposed to people dealing with addiction and depression. Such personnel can suffer from compassion fatigue which can impact the wellbeing of the police personnel (College of Policing, 2022).The personnel suffering from empathy fatigue can lose curiosity in exploring the cases of vulnerability and also may suffer from low morale. Further, the responders can also become emotionally insensitive to vulnerable person’s concerns because of consistently being exposed to such circumstances (Turgoose & Maddox, 2017). 
Police officers being first responders have the responsibility of making appropriate decision when faced with persons suffering from mental vulnerabilities and mental illness and risk of harm or abuse (College of Policing, 2022). The police responders need to decide whether the right response is a criminal action, contacting other authorities to taking actions by themselves. In such cases, police responders must consult healthcare professionals but during meantime ensure safety of the vulnerable person. At the same time, the police official must also collect vital quality information and evidence (College of Policing, 2022)
Apart from first responders, the specialized police officers which undertake secondary assessment, also requires training to ensure ability to collect to recognize and collect necessary information through other mediums such as telephone calls, social media (College of Policing, 2022). Chief officers play an important role is creating sensitivity and training for response to vulnerability through providing necessary training, support for officers, organizational learning, building systems and processes and skill enhancement of officers (College of Policing, 2022). 
Vulnerability is not a core responsibility of the Police personnels but as being the first responders, they are expected to take the appropriate action of identifying vulnerable persons at risk at ensure their safety and appropriate actions. Building sensitivity and knowledge about the appropriate responses requires first an attitudinal and cultural changes. One fifth of police time is currently being spent of responding to people that have mental health problems. Therefore, police personnel must have knowledge of the right response as increasingly interacting with the vulnerable person is becoming necessity (Turgoose & Maddox, 2017). 
The right response requires following the college of policing guiding of identifying clues, communication, and professional development.  The Vulnerability guide framework ABCDE can help them identify the vulnerability (College of Policing, 2022). This knowledge provides the individual with the necessary response. Finally, the officers are expected to develop professional curiosity that help them collect the evidence, look for the right clues, develop an attitude of learning and having an open investigative mind (College of Policing, 2022). 
It is understood that police officers need to understand vulnerability so that they can provide assistance to individuals. If the police officers can recognise, they cannot provide assistance to vulnerable they can signpost to more experienced agencies and services such as NHS and Public Health agencies (Asquith & Bartkowiak-Th'eron, 2021). To make this process smoother officers need proper training on how to identify vulnerability processes with increased knowledge and what are the effective systems to help these individuals.  Police officers can provide triage care with individual interactions, social and environmental factors who are currently vulnerable (Asquith & Bartkowiak-Th'eron, 2021). 
The contemporary police forces have the responsibility to ensure that as being first responders they can identify vulnerable persons, the risk they possess and take the right course of action to keep them safe and secure. Further, the police officers are also expected to have the knowledge of being able to interact and communicate with these vulnerable people and ensure safe and secure environment, collect evidence, so that the appropriate action is taken. 
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