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Critically analyse the meaning of ‘vulnerability’ in the context of operational policing.
The purpose of this essay is to critically analyse the meaning of vulnerability and how vulnerable persons present considerations in the context of operational policing. It aims to identify what vulnerability means, what support mechanism are in place, and how current policing policies meet these requirements. It will also identify currently available support, if it is funded efficiently and whether it is effective. Another topic of exploration will be to explore how vulnerable individuals may react to police presence and the challenges this may present. 
[bookmark: _Int_K9dmZUSk]The College of Policing (2021a) defines vulnerability as “a person is vulnerable if, as a result of their situation or circumstances, they are unable to take care of or protect themselves or others from harm or exploitation”. This same definition is used by police forces across England and Wales (Northumbria Police, 2022) and aims to ensure that there is consistency between forces when it comes to dealing with those who may be considered vulnerable. A police officer can identify if a person appears to be vulnerable by using a number of methods. There are a number of characteristics that a vulnerable person may present. While there are arguably obvious signs, such as protected characteristics as set out by the Equality Act 2010 including disability, race and sex; there are also other, less outwardly presenting signs that are important to look out for. Some of these include mental health considerations, hidden disabilities and neurodivergent traits (for example dyspraxia or High functioning Autism)
Similarly, there are other legislative considerations in place to protect those who may not be seen as vulnerable but do belong to protected minority groups. The LGBTQ community find themselves discriminated against on a regular basis in the United Kingdom (UK), with one in five reporting to be a victim of a hate crime during the period 2016-2017, and more than a third during the same period reported they do not feel safe walking down the street while holding their partner’s hand (Bachmann & Gooch, 2017). Linking back to the police definition of vulnerability (College of Policing, 2021), members of the LGBTQ community are classed as vulnerable as they are in a set of circumstances where they are unable to protect themselves from harm. Britannica (2022) states that the term ‘harm’ can be either a physical or mental injury, which means that members of the LGBTQ community can be classed as vulnerable if they are verbally abused or discriminated against, it does not solely cover physical injury. 
Public Health England (2020) states that children are classed as a vulnerable group of people as personal circumstances which they can find themselves in can lead to a poor outcome in further life. This point is further backed up by The United Nations (2022) Convention on the Rights of the Child, where the importance of a child living in dignity, peace and freedom is heavily emphasised. Children are protected by legislation under The Children Act 1989 as they are classed as a group of people who are unable to take care of themselves. The Act covers several interventions where a child may need external help outside of their usual setting in order to protect them from both harm and exploitation, two aspect that link back to the College of Policing (2021) definition of vulnerability. Livingstone & Palmer (2012) discuss in detail the importance of safeguarding children from sexual exploitation. Their findings uncover that during the period 2010-2011, 38% of the 1,150 participants who were aged 9-11 years old had friends who had sexted, while 56% said they were aware that their images would be distributed to other people. Further statistics show that in 93.4% of cases, images sent by children to a suspect are classed as child pornography (Livingstone & Palmer, 2012). This evidence shows that children are extremely susceptible to exploitation, as they have not yet learned what is right and wrong (Kilpatrick, 1993), therefore classing them as vulnerable.
It is important for police forces to understand the definition for vulnerability and understand the signs to look out for as it has been estimated that nearly half of all police time is taken up dealing with mental health related incidents (West Midlands Police and Crime Commissioner, 2020). With mental health placing a large demand on policing, it has been said that the police are working beyond their duties, and questions have been raises as to whether the police are the correct service to be tackling the issues surrounding mental health (Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services, 2018). However, the police are often the first point of contact when dealing with a person in crisis who may be classed as vulnerable (Home Office, 2014). Further to this, police officers have expressed concerns over both the possible consequences of police intervention on those who are vulnerable and their anger and frustration with the difficulty in accessing services for those who need it (McLean & Marshall, 2010). This shows a pattern of the police often being the people responding to those who are in crisis, but not having the necessary training or access to services to be best equipped to deal with them.
The strain on mental health services continues to be a heavily discussed topic, both professionally (Chen & Cardinal, 2021) and to the masses through the use of the media (Campbell, 2021). Many of those who are in need of support find mental health services to be either inaccessible or are extremely difficult to access (Salaheddin & Mason, 2016). This evidence suggests that they will not attempt to seek support until they are in crisis and require assistance from the emergency services. Given that 71% of 999 calls are answered in under 10 seconds (Home Office & Patel, 2022) those who are in crisis know they are able to hear a voice at the end of a phone quickly and get help rapidly from the emergency services. Taking the evidence of how much of police time is taken up dealing with mental health issues into consideration, it can be assumed that more often than not it is the police that get deployed to deal with these issues. Because of this, the police are said to be “picking up the pieces” (Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services, 2018, p.1) of a broken mental health system by carrying out the role that is assumed to be the responsibility of the National Health Service (NHS) rather than the police. The police often find themselves transporting people in crisis to hospital due to there being no ambulances available, as well as waiting with people in hospital until a secure mental health place is located (Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire and Rescue Services, 2018). This pattern suggests that rather than the police trying to pick up the pieces from what they call a broken mental health system, they should be training their officers on how to deal with vulnerable people adequately, and giving them the correct tools and access to services in order to provide the best care for those individuals who need it.
There are increasing initiatives where the police are focusing more on offering support for those who need it. The National Police Chiefs’ Council (2020) reports that 82% of the population of England reside in areas which have a Liaison and Diversion scheme in place, whereby mental health nurses are placed in police custody in order to ensure vulnerable people who are arrested and bought into custody are given the best possible support and appropriate criminal justice decisions are made on their behalf. Police forces also have Crisis Intervention Teams (CITs) which consists of police officers specifically trained to better deal with people in crisis with the aim of reducing inappropriate arrests, officer injury and use of force (College of Policing, 2022). A pilot scheme was also set up in Kent whereby the Kent Police and South East Coast Ambulance Service formed the Joint Response Unit (JRU), with the aim of providing a rapid response in situations where both the police and ambulance service are required. It has been reported that since its deployment in 2018, the JRU has saved Kent Police an estimated £112,495 (South East Coast Ambulance Service, 2020) and has successfully resolved “numerous domestic violence, assault or mental health issues through swift assessment, effective safeguarding and treatment at initial point of contact” (Association of Ambulance Chief Executives, 2022). Despite these initiatives, there is still this stigma amongst police officers that mental health related calls are not seen as ‘real crime’ and are largely time consuming calls. Many also feel like they have inadequate training to deal with a vulnerable person in crisis (Holloway, 2018). Studies also show that savings in mental health services are offset by an increase in cost to other services (Rosenheck et al, 1999), which in a policing context could be seen as an increase in crime and costs associated with crime if the police do not invest in improving its services for vulnerable people.
[bookmark: _Int_o12aO4s9][bookmark: _Int_CvJ7ZyQY][bookmark: _Int_sauxJQzA]Vulnerable people require a significant amount of social and physical support and care. This can include access to therapists, Nurses, Clinics, or support groups and whilst a lot of vulnerable people access such services there are those who do not or are unable to access them (Woods et al, 2005). There is a wide range of available support mechanisms available in the community that a vulnerable person can draw on in times of need. The charity Mind provides a wide range of Mental Health and other support to groups including but not limited to LGBTQ+, the elderly, those with disabilities and those in crisis in general (Mind, 2022). They also have targeted resources to help those caring for the vulnerable (Mind, 2021). Similarly local churches and community groups like Age UK provide support sessions in the form of group meetings where people can share their feelings and issues with others or organise physical activities like Pilates or swimming sessions for those struggling with a loss of their physical abilities (Age UK, 2022).
A major issue facing charities and local support facilities provided by local and regional councils is the lack of directed funding for the support services they require. In real terms public spending on NHS support services alone, which does not include charities and third-party services saw a reduction of a mean average of £1.19M per year between 2011 and 2019 (The Kings Fund, 2022). It is worth noting that the evidence shows spending on support services has increased since the COVID-19 pandemic hit back in 2020, it has not risen enough to cover the several years of losses between 2011-2019. This means that with a rising population, inflation and the fact that 1 in 6 over the age of 16 in England alone have been affected by common mental health and vulnerable characteristics (Baker, 2021), resources for public funded support are incredibly stretched. When coupling this with the different approaches taken by both professionals and the police as well as how vulnerable people may react to police presence during an incident, unique challenges may be faced.
[bookmark: _Int_zq0cdn0q][bookmark: _Int_VOnYLVVI]Those with mental health considerations or Neurodivergent challenges can find a police presence to be stressful, frightening and may react or act out of fear. For example, those on the Autistic spectrum often struggle with social interactions and communication, including tone of voice and being unable to interpret facial expressions. They may not understand commands immediately or may become distressed and have a ‘meltdown’ if shouted at (National Autistic Society, 2020), this is just an example of a single vulnerable group. Each vulnerable group have different needs and considerations, is vital to assess the appropriateness in every case separately to identify fair and humane approaches to policing in order to protect the persons mental and physical health. Failure to do so could result in systematic failures leading to a vulnerable person being at greater risk of harm or being targeted.
Vulnerable people are far more susceptible to be targeted and exploited as they can often struggle to understand the full circumstances or defend themselves. One of the most serious ways in which vulnerable people are targeted is through cuckooing, whereby individuals or criminal gangs exploit their home in order to carry out their activities without consent. More often than not, criminality use cuckooing to carry out illegal activities such as growing, storing and dealing drugs, sex work, weapons storage or financial abuse of the tenant (Leicester Safeguarding Adults Board, 2020). During the National County Lines intensification week in October 2021, over 894 cuckooed addresses were visited, which lead to 1,468 arrests and 2,664 vulnerable people being engaged for safeguarding purposes (The Centre for Social Justice, 2021). Given these high figures were discovered in an incredibly short timeframe, it is incredibly important that the police focus time and effort into looking for the signs that a vulnerable person is being targeted. While the National Crime Agency (2022) lists the signs to look out for if a person suspects that there is a victim on cuckooing in their area, there is no such list available by the College of Policing. The College of Policing (2021b) do define cuckooing however they do not list any of the signs to look out for, suggesting that police officers are trained in what cuckooing is but not how to combat it effectively. This follows the systematic pattern of previously discussed evidence of the police having the correct intentions to deal with vulnerable people, but not necessarily having the correct training or resources to do so.
In conclusion, vulnerability and vulnerable persons present unique and important challenges to operational policing that must be considered. Based on the content of this paper, it can be argued that police forces in the UK understand how to approach vulnerability which is a significant improvement in recent times. An example of this is the collaboration between the police and mental health services to provide the necessary support to arrested individuals with mental health considerations. This paper also highlights that public support services for vulnerable people are underfunded, overstretched and heavily reliant on charities and private services to meet the needs of the growing number people with support needs. It is clear from the evidence discussed throughout this paper that there is an increasing need to support vulnerable people and when considered contextually with policing that progress is slowly being made to improve services.
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