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This essay provides a deep analysis when assessing vulnerability in line with operational policing. Through relevant research, the way in which the police define, identify, and respond to vulnerability has been established. In addition, the relevant frameworks, and strategies of which the police utilise in order to battle vulnerability has also been described. By looking into certain police forces failings, specific future recommendations and reforms have been put forward in order to provide an efficient and relevant response to vulnerability.

A relatively new and complex challenge in which police officers face in today’s age is dealing with vulnerability and vulnerable people. Over the years more and more questions arise asking how the police define, identify, and respond to vulnerability in order to create a cost effective and systematically efficient response. Although emergency 999 calls have seen a decrease of 23% since 2006/07 reflecting a decrease in recorded crime, policing services, and Police Foundation (2016) have stated there to be a change in the landscape of policing with an increasing demand in an area which has been previously hidden, majorly involving vulnerable people (College of Policing, 2016). A definition in which the police and other partner agencies use in assisting them with the identification of vulnerable persons who require necessary protection has been produced. The definition states, ‘A person is vulnerable if, as a result of their situation or circumstances, they are unable to take care of themselves or others or protect themselves or others from harm or exploitation.’ In addition, factors included in the Equality Act 2010 have also been established to help and indicate to officers that someone may be vulnerable. These include, but aren’t inclusive to repeat victimisation, family circumstances an example being child at risk, personal circumstances including dependency on drugs/alcohol and homelessness, health whether physical or mental and equality and diversity which involves race, age, gender, sexual orientation, religion, and nationality (Northumbria Police, 2022). However, due to no real agreed upon definition problems occur when assessing its consistency and stigmatisation. People often resist and refrain from the word ‘vulnerable’ as it provides connotations of weakness within specific groups leading to stigma and negative effects. Challenges also arise when individuals who may have been identified as vulnerable overcome or live with their specific vulnerability, for example, a recovering alcoholic overcoming his addiction (Keay and Kirby, 2018).

One of the biggest challenges in policing when assessing vulnerable people is the category of mental health. Due to the Mental Health Act, police officers have to attend and help when concerning a mental health emergency as they pose risks to themselves and others around them. Evidence shows, throughout twenty three police forces in England there was a 41% increase during the years 2015 to 2020 when assessing how many mental health related incidents police attended (Campbell, 2020). There are three common reasons people with mental health problems come into contact with the police. These are, being a victim of a crime, being unwell or vulnerable and accused of committing a crime. Statistics show that people with mental health issues are three time more likely to be a victim of a crime and five times more likely to be a victim of assault in comparison to the general public. They are often more likely to experience numerous crimes being a repeat victim and also witness different types of crime. They are often more likely to be less satisfied with the support and service they receive. Sections 135 and 136 of the Mental Health Act give police special powers if people are worried about a person being unwell or vulnerable (MIND, 2017). Section 135 allows police officers to enter a property with a warrant in order to transport you to a place of safety for assessment. A warrant must be attained from an approved mental health practitioner (AMHP) and can be given where there is reasonable cause to believe you have a mental health disorder, are being ill-treated or neglected and if you are unable to look after yourself. The AMHP must accompany police and must also be a registered medical practitioner. Police officers are able to keep you up to 24 hours in a place of safety and a further 12 if no assessment has been made in that time. Section 136 allows police officers when in a public space to take you to a place of safety, with no warrant needed to be established. Victims must appear to have a mental health disorder and be anywhere that is not a house, flat or room where a person is living or garden or garage where only one household has access to, and you are in need of immediate care or control. A medical practitioner, nurse. AMHP, occupational therapist or paramedic must be consulted before doing so (The Mental Health Act, 1983).

In accordance with the Policing Vision 2025, strategic objectives have been produced to help forces when dealing with mental health. Firstly, the police service should work towards removing reliance upon using police custody as a Place of Safety. Having also been a recommendation in the Mental Health Act Review, some forces across the UK have already achieved this. Secondly, to ensure officers understand the challenges of this strategy, all forces should have specific policies, training programmes and partnership protocols. Existing provisions should be improved as it should not be easier to access unscheduled mental health care through the police or criminal justice system. Fourth, suggests forces should develop a better and more sophisticated understanding of mental health related issues and demands. This can include the use of relevant data on legal powers, specific individuals in line with repeat presentations, victims, and suspects in criminal investigations. This should ultimately reduce risk and drive demand when assessing police and mental health. And lastly, regular reviews on specific mental health training programmes should take place in line with Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire and Rescue Services (HMICFRS). Forces should also take into consideration recommendations from the Independent Office for Police Conduct (IOPC) cases, coroner’s recommendations and HMICFRS inspections. Perspective of those who have experienced mental ill health should be assessed when carrying out such reviews (National Police Chiefs’ Council, 2017). 

Another major area concerning police when assessing vulnerability is youth. All children should be safe and well cared for, however, in some cases children are subjected to abuse or neglect and even exploited by those who should be closest to them. Police work with other agencies to ensure that the safeguarding of children is at the top of their priorities, holding responsibility for investigating and protecting when necessary. The Children Act 1989, gives police and other working agencies responsibility when assessing safeguarding and must ensure the welfare of any child who is suffering or likely to suffer harm is protected. Police officers must assess how likely the child may experience harm, immediately stepping in to protect where necessary. They must also interview any child who cannot understand what has happened or any child who may be extremely distressed. And forces must judge future recommendation when assessing safety (HMIC, 2015). An example of child exploitation and vulnerability is through organised crime gang’s utilisation of children through county lines. Children and young people are used through methods of coercion, intimidation, violence or grooming to prepare, store, deliver and sell drugs around the country or within their own local community. Gangs utilise children as they are more easily controlled and less likely to be targeted by the police (PACE, 2022). Detailed analysis through reporting outlined that such cases where the need is deemed as priority particularly in line with child neglect or abuse, set processes and prioritisation along with response is timely. However, in cases not brought to the attention of social services or police such as minor neglect, those missing, anti-social behaviour and low-level abuse, responses are deemed too slow in reaction and intervention. More cohesive working relationships, evaluations of low repetition of occurrences and strengthened communication channels have been developed. The level of effectiveness however remains low (HMIC, 2015).

Following various struggles when dealing with vulnerability, The National Vulnerability Action Plan (NVAP) was introduced in 2018 and was created by the National Police Chiefs’ Council and the College of Policing, also receiving support from Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and the Fire and Rescue Services (HMICFRS). The plan provides a framework in which forces could utilise in order to identify different themes when assessing vulnerability and help shape and deliver a clear, concise plan for forces to use when drawing in on an extensive range of evidence. The overall aim of the NVAP is to improve forces around the United Kingdom when responding to vulnerability, improve criminal justice outcomes, increase victim satisfaction, and create a decrease in overall threat, risk, and harm (Vulnerability Knowledge and Practice Programme, 2022). Following the roll out in 2018 and a further review 2 years later specific recommendations centred around internal support requirements including police officers themselves and family members.  The inclusion of assessments were initiated within NVAP to include all in groups of inequality, harm and vulnerabilities formed part of the overall programme. (Vulnerability Knowledge and Practice Programme, 2022). The revised plan aims to focus on common themes stemming from the different range of the types of vulnerability, from first response and initial investigation to victim care and first line supervision and leadership. From targeting these areas, officers when dealing with these issues will be inspired to utilise a holistic approach. 

There are seven key themes in which NVAP focuses on to support policing. The first theme recognises early intervention and prevention. This theme ultimately reduces the risk of harm due to police and partners utilising professional curiosity in order to assess the potential indicators of vulnerability which provides an adequate window for early intervention. This can be as little as ensuring signposts are available detailing information about what local and national support services there are. The second theme focuses on protecting, supporting, safeguarding, and managing risk. This provides all staff and officers when responding and recognising a case of vulnerability should adopt an investigative mindset and utilise professional curiosity. Incidents tend to often be very complex, involving, domestic abuse, alcohol or drug misuse, child emotional abuse and neglect which can all lead to further risks involving sexual abuse, criminal exploitation, and radicalisation. By recognising the level of risk first, the police and partners can take effective measures to manage the risk (College of Policing, Vulnerability, Knowledge and Practice Programme and National Police Chiefs’ Council, 2022). The third theme involves information, intelligence, data collection and management of information. Effective processes have been put in place in order for forces to gather and store information and intelligence. Each force will assess information and deliver appropriate data and relevant evidence the response is as effective as possible when vulnerability is involved. The fourth theme looks at effective investigation and outcomes. In order for an effective investigation to be stablished, officer must carefully engage with sensitivity and support when interacting with vulnerable people and maintain an open mindset. The fifth theme utilises leadership.  All officers and staff should recognise they are leaders no matter what rank they are. They should utilise professional judgement when supporting vulnerable people and when providing the most appropriate response. The sixth theme covers learning and development. Officers and staff are expected to maintain wellbeing and the skills and knowledge in order to recognise and respond effectively to any form of vulnerability. The outcome will involve a problem-solving approach when utilising partnership working when addressing vulnerability. The last theme looks at communications. To understand all the internal and external audiences, offices should use sophisticated communication techniques. Officers should recognise vulnerability through relating to witnesses, suspects, victims, and own staff (College of Policing and National Police Chiefs’ Council, 2018).

However, even with specific frameworks and strategies in place some forces around the UK still struggle when identifying and responding to vulnerability cases. If inspections find significant shortcomings in a specific forces ability to perform it will be reported as cause of concern. Within Staffordshire Police force two major causes of concern were issued when assessing vulnerable people through review of 130 cases. These were failure to adequately identify or assess victim vulnerability at first point of contact and failure to carry out sufficiently effective investigations. However, with each cause of concern relevant recommendations must be put forward in order to rectify these failings. Where the force needed to improve how it identifies and assesses vulnerability at first point of contact, recommendations were put forward and included, call handlers better recording of structured initial triage and risk assessment. This would ultimately lead to better prioritisation of cases, allowing for a more appropriate and relevant response. In addition, vulnerable and repeat callers should be correctly and routinely identified, including other members of the household who may also be vulnerable. And lastly, call handlers to be better trained to provide relevant advice on preservation of evidence and crime prevention (HMICFRS, 2022).

To conclude this essay, it is clear to see that although the police and other organisations are introducing new strategies and frameworks to battle new and complex challenges when assessing vulnerability, some forces still need more relevant training and need a better understanding when dealing with vulnerability. Frequent reviews should continue to take place in the future providing ever evolving knowledge of strategies to ensure success within this area. This is also the case for understanding ongoing challenges of vulnerabilities to allow the continuation of assessing and improving capabilities within the [police force.
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