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        Vulnerability is term used in many ways to label a certain person or group of persons. The Oxford English Dictionary defines vulnerability as ‘the quality or state of being exposed to the possibility of being attacked or harmed, either physically or emotionally.’ Yet, it will become clear throughout this paper that when applied to different organisations and settings, the term is very flexible when considering its meaning and purpose. Dealing with vulnerable people is a crucial part of modern-day policing, and understanding what is actually meant by the term in the context of operational policing can help identify how it is being used to define those who the police interact with (College of Policing, 2020). This paper will analyse the meaning of vulnerability when in the context of operational policing and form an opinion on its usage and meaning under this context.
        Firstly, it is important to note that the opinions of high-ranking police on the topic of vulnerability have changed since 2016. What were once only clinical interpretations of the word have evolved to carefully considered judgements based on various factors that have come to be the widely accepted signs of a vulnerable person. However, the still prominent confusion of the term can potentially lead to police reinforcing their standpoints when exercising police power (Shannon, 2021). Commissioners are actively trying to identify better ways to safeguard vulnerable people when in contact with the police. This has become a priority recently, with a focus on improving the general understanding of vulnerability in British policing. Furthermore, commissioners are demanding forces across England and Wales to constantly provide and show constant improvement related to finding innovative ways to protect groups of people who are deemed as vulnerable within operational policing. This is of course related to the overall improvement of British policing and identifying and rectifying issues (Jones and Lister, 2019).
        In recent years, there has been a considerable increase in demand for the police across the UK in dealing with people who are defined as vulnerable. It is evident that the role of a police constable lends itself to a safeguarding and social caring role as much as its crime prevention role far more than it used to. This means that the call for a definition within the police for vulnerability was inevitable with the way policing is changing (Keay and Kirby, 2018). Under the National Vulnerability Action Plan (NVAP), the definition of vulnerability from an operational policing perspective is, ‘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’, (College of Policing, 2020). When compared to the Oxford dictionary definition previously stated, it is clear that the police definition focuses on the situational aspect of a person and what circumstances they are in at the time of their vulnerability. These circumstances will then affect whether they are able to care for themselves or others.       
        Farrugia (2021), supports this by explaining that although vulnerable people crossing paths with the criminal justice system isn’t a new trend, it is however evident that the police are increasingly becoming the first point of contact with these groups of people while their principal responsibilities of detecting and investigating criminal activity making space. Many of these people entering the custody of the police suffer from mental health issues, this links back to the official College of Policing’s definition of vulnerability where the emphasis is on the circumstances of the individual not being able to make decisions for themselves or others due to these problems. Farrugia and Gabbert (2019) further reinforces this by stating that the increasing number of people with mental disorders coming into with the police means a change in the way police approach these situations involving vulnerable people. This research looks at the interviewing and questioning stage specifically, and how the police have had to adapt to these circumstances through an operational standpoint and determine what is deemed as a vulnerable person, especially in such a sensitive stage of investigation.
        Asquith and Bartkowiak-Théron (2021) highlights the importance of the custody stage when analysing vulnerability in the policing process and describing it as the ‘tipping point’ in policing vulnerability. The idea of offenders entering custody and not being particularly vulnerable, yet the environment and situation offenders are put under ultimately creates a vulnerable person. This is problematic, as much of the attention on recent protests and movements are fuelled by the mishandling of what would be deemed as a systematically-created vulnerability from custody. Following a miscarriage of justice in 1972, the Police and Criminal Evidence Act 1984 (PACE) introduced the concept of Appropriate Adults (AA), to ensure vulnerable people in police custody are treated fairly and are represented in accordance with the law. PACE also introduced legislation that aimed to regulate the police’s use of power and the procedures in which they operated. As mentioned, AA was a way to regulate the rights of the suspects during their time in police custody (Dehaghani, 2020). However, according to Pierpoint (2000) recently after the implementation of the AA legislation, it did not prove as effective as some may believe. Research that was funded by The Royal Commission on Criminal Justice (1993), found that the AA scheme was not working as intended and the idea of it fixing the police’s issue of dealing with vulnerable people in custody was not proving effective. Recommendations were made and forwarded for review, one being the idea of local appropriate adult panels where those who felt strongly to volunteer could do so for their community. With all this being said, the question of whether the introduction of AA’s has proven to be as effective as they were once thought to be is still a widely debated topic. 
        More recently, the issue of vulnerable people with mental health disorders such as autism and disabilities related to the role of AA has been raised and how this might affect custodial fairness for those who need it. According to Richards and Milne (2020), although AAs are brought in to intervene in criminal investigations, it was highlighted that the need for further training around Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is urgently needed. This training would help create strategies and improve the overall process for those with ASD while in police custody and provide the support that is needed. It focuses mainly around helping engagement with the criminal justice system in the form of the police, to help these vulnerable people understand the nature of the interview environment. Chown, et al., (2021) supports Richards and Milne and also looks at operational policing related to Autism and how police officers respond and deal with autistic adults and children. The research found that a call for an improvement/implementation of training involving the dealing with autistic adults and children is urgently needed. This importance of developing and understanding such a large and vital group of vulnerable people that interact with the police is crucial when considering gaining a further understanding of vulnerability within operational policing. The difference with the two academic sources seems to be who needs the training more. Where Chown, et al., states that the police are in urgent need of training, Richards and Milne lean towards AAs needing the training. It can be said that both are valid assessments and can link together with this core research by Jones and Lister (2019), that a constant improvement from forces when developing their abilities to better the overall success of British policing, especially in the context of vulnerability. This idea of training police surrounding autistic adults and children put forward by Chown, et al., will contribute to this effort and help get a better understanding of the question at hand. The viewpoint regarding the police’s involvement with vulnerable people, especially those with ASD is reinforced throughout the paper and appears to be a common theme. When examined next to Pierpoint (2000), it is clear that even now in recent years the intervention of the AA scheme shows signs of weakness and many years on needs improvements for police to better deal with vulnerability during custody. 
        Dehaghani (2017), looks at how custody officers are understanding vulnerability especially in juvenile offenders when in custody. This is very much an insight into the vulnerable by law, not nature perspective. Young offenders receiving support from AA when being questioned in custody are at the forefront of vulnerability in the criminal justice system and how custody officers’ approach and deal with these people is of great interest when considering the research question. Dehaghani found that a high percentage of young offenders have a natural defence approach when in situations involving the police. Approximately two fifths of juvenile offenders in custody have experienced some form of abuse, loss or neglect in their life. Therefore, they may not feel particularly vulnerable, yet they fall into the vulnerable group very clearly. Custody officers and the criminal justice system in general need to realise the level of vulnerability entering custody and work to improve their approach to dealing with them. These statistics are also noted to be underestimates, which further emphasises the need for recognition. This can link to Jones and Lister (2019), with the need of a better understanding of vulnerable people as an improvement of methods and attitude towards the larger picture of British policing and improving it in any area it can better deal with vulnerable people. The points covered regarding police custody related to vulnerability from people with ASD and juvenile offenders help gain an understanding when answering the research question. Vulnerability is a wide area to cover and evidently, custody appears to be a good focus area to understand how the police as an institution identify, respond and react to vulnerability as a whole.
        It is important to reference not only the vulnerabilities that the police work with, but also the vulnerabilities that the police face as an institution as this brings another meaning to the term. Society has been exposed to a new form of communication through social media and the internet, allowing for content manipulation and pressure on the police to appear a certain way. As mentioned, digital manipulation of content can make the police appear a certain way online. It can further force opinions on people with biased views out of moral disagreement with the police. This problem makes the reputation of the police and its online footprint very vulnerable, which can have a massive effect on the operational policing conducted on a day-to-day basis (Goldsmith and McLaughlin, 2021).
        Going even wider than the forefront of policing, areas such as counter terrorism can be analysed to truly understand the meaning of vulnerability to the police when operating in different areas of policing. Augestad Knudsen (2020), explains the vulnerability of those whose who have been radicalised into extremism most commonly, against their own will has been an academically debated topic for many years in regards to the link to mental health and how they fit into the category of vulnerable people. There are several issues in relation to those who are involved in terror-related activities, being whether they are able to represent themselves in police custody when questioned. It was apparent that in the ‘CONTEST’ strategy that was created in order to combat terrorism, heavily focused on the concept of safeguarding being a crucial part of counter-terrorism and becoming a key principle moving forward. ‘CONTEST’ states under its ‘prevent’ section, that to stop those that are vulnerable radicalisation they will do a number of things including the refocus of attention on areas that are at the highest risk of radicalisation and early signs of extremism and to also create better relationships with communities and other groups (UK Government, 2018) just to name a few. According to Aked (2021), from 2016, counterterrorism police have ensured that mental health professionals are actively working in ‘Vulnerability Support Hubs’. This strengthens the ideas that the ‘CONTEST’ strategy put forward surrounding this new safeguarding principle and how it is being put into practise in helping those who are at risk to radicalisation. ‘Prevent’, is the section of the ‘CONTEST’ strategy put forward by the government with the sole purpose to stop the spread and support of radicalisation and to help those who are easily influenced by radical ideologies (UK Government, 2011). As Aked (2021) explains, medical professionals have more recently been instructed to view ‘Prevent’ as a safeguarding measure rather than a security measure. This is an example of how this particular field of policing has tried to confine the boundaries of vulnerability by changing what was once seen as something to work alongside safeguarding, now being ‘watered down’ by ‘Prevent’ to work in the wider language of vulnerability.
        In conclusion, it is evident that the concept of vulnerability is not set in stone across the police and is a very flexible term. From those with mental health issues and juveniles, to extremists and terrorists, many different groups of people that the police come into contact can be labelled as vulnerable. When looking once again at the College of Policing’s definition of vulnerability within the police; ‘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’ (College of Policing, 2022), it becomes clear that as an overall definition of vulnerability from a policing perspective, it proves effective in encapsulating the many different forms of vulnerability explored in this research paper and putting them under a manageable category to constantly work on and to improve the service and experience for those who fall under this category when coming into contact with the police.
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