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

The aim of this essay is to critically identify and define the term ‘vulnerability’ in the context of operational policing. This will delve into areas of vulnerability like early stages, child vulnerability and policing definitions and aims when dealing with cases of vulnerability. This essay will investigate cases of vulnerability and relate them to the use of the National Vulnerbility Action Plan.

The police define the term ‘vulnerability’ by if a persons situation or current circumstance leaves them at risk of harm, exploitation or without the ability to defend and protect themselves or are unable to take a general care for themselves then they are considered vulnerable. 
The police recognised that the definition of a vulnerable person can extend larger than the definition shown. To ensure that the police encompass all possible vulnerabilities there is a ‘National Vulnerability Action Plan’ (NVAP). The NVAP now provides an approach that considers personal factors and situational factors that might indicate that someone falls into the polices understanding of someone vulnerable.
(Byrant. R, 2022) 

Prior to the creation of the National Vulnerability action plan there were cases where vulnerable people were not provided with safeguarding and care and this reflected badly as a police failing. (National Vulnerability action plan, 2022) One case that demonstrates the need for a wider process when assessing peoples vulnerability can be seen in the case of Philip Knight. 

The case with Philip Knight would have flagged up multiple factors for vulnerability had the NVAP been used. Philip Knight was a fifteen year old boy who committed a petty theft however the theft had contained a large amount of money therefore went to court with a higher offense. This highlights one personal factor that would suggest he was vulnerable being his age. After his initial court proceedings Philip self harmed this would further demonstrate how vulnerable he was to additional, personal factors like mental health and situational factors like the lack of support. Philip later found himself in Swansea prison at his age and spiralled more so with his behaviour and self-harm and was then moved to solitary confinement this would create another situational factor being isolation. Philips court case finalised, and he was returned to prison to serve his sentence on that very same day he committed suicide in his cell. 
(Newburn. T, 2017) 



A vulnerable adult at risk is defined as a person who is eighteen years of age or older and is experiencing abuse or neglect. The adult is also at risk if they are unable to protect themselves against abuse or neglect. Finally, a person is vulnerable if there is needs for care and support.  (Social services and well being act, 2014)
There was a case of a drunk homeless man in Sailsbury who was found by the police and then assessed by paramedics. He was found to be drunk and talking in another language and appeared homeless. This could have been an opportunity for the police to identify one of his vulnerabilities being him being intoxicated and would have the need for care because his state makes him vulnerable. The officers also noted that the man was not alert and barely conscious. 
Despite, his vulnerabilities the police stood him up in a public bathroom to sober up as they believed he would be fine and as a result of the negligence he later died in the restroom. This highlights a case of a vulnerable adult. (Hudson. R, 2018)
Since this case there has been significant improvements in the way the police identify and deal with high risk vulnerable people. One way they achieve this is by using professional curiosity. Curiosity in the sense of policing is to actively investigate vulnerabilities and to avoid taking things as face value and asking more In-depth questions and avoiding assumptions. Additionally, it is about exploring what happened by asking questions to build an understanding and remaining open minded. With being open minded and being thorough through the situation officers have the responsibility to know when to act if necessary. (Curiosity, 2021)
Had the police applied this type of professional curiosity to the case they could have asked more questions that could have identified the man as being vulnerable. Questions that should have been asked could be
· Why is this man alone and drunk?
· Has he been spiked?
· Will he really be ok, if left alone?
· Where does he live?
The professional curiosity was absent by the police when dealing with this case. Had questions or an investigation been present they may have identified that he is vulnerable. Alternatively, a professional curiosity approach could have identified internal and external factors that leading this man to the situation he is in. These slight considerations could have saved his life but they should not go a miss with the new national vulnerability action plan.











The Police have developed a vulnerability plan as previously mentioned to support the police in identifying vulnerability risks that may not always appear on the surface. The National Vulnerability Action Plan identifies areas around the individual and the circumstances to cross-examine areas that may suggest they are vulnerable for example a persons sexual orientation and grooming demonstrates one internal factor and one external factor for consideration. 
The National Vulnerability Action Plan has seven key themes as a part of its framework to identify vulnerabilities
1. Early intervention and prevention – The earlier the intervention the more likely there will be less harm to the vulnerable person.
2. Protecting, supporting, safeguarding and managing risk – Building an understanding on what risks are and the cause of risks.
3. Information, intelligence, data collection and management information – Gather as much information as possible to form the evidence and could reveal more vulnerabilities.
4. Effective investigation and outcomes – Being open minded avoids the risk of forming bias opinions that can overlook a person's vulnerabilities 
5. Leadership – Is key when forming a plan to best support a vulnerable person.
6. Learning and development – Maintaining skills and development of the team and individuals to deliver the best care possible 
7. Communication – Helps to reduce potential risks to the situation by moderating the tone and language used when communicating with vulnerable people.
(NVAP, 2022)

The police might have to deal with cases of where the person is considered mentally vulnerable. This could include a variety of issues including mental health episodes but does not always suggest a person is violent. A person could be suffering from distorted thoughts or present the inability to make decisions. 
There are different reasons the police may be called to assist with a vulnerable person who is having mental difficulties that make them vulnerable 
· Psychotic disorders – schizophrenia
· Mood disorders – depression or bipolar
· Personality/anxiety disorders – panic attacks or phobias
Not all mentally vulnerable people are violent like schizophrenics are assumed to be but they could be confused or in need of assistance when making decisions. Additionally, people with learning difficulties or impairments could also be vulnerable from lacking social functioning. Mentally vulnerable should be considered on individual basis and police must demonstrate that they understand that some mentally restricted people might not be able to fully understand who the police are and what the criminal justice system is. (Byrant . R, 2022)


MIND is a mental health charity that works in close partnership with the Police with the joint aim to help mentally vulnerable people. A way in which they do this is with a structured guideline for officers to use when approaching situations of mentally vulnerable people whilst maintaining law and order.  A component of the guidelines are the communication given to vulnerable people by the police. Such as a calm and assuring tone and remaining respectful and honest. (MIND,2013)
The reason for the guidance being created for officers and the support from MIND can be demonstrated with these findings of crime rates surrounding individuals who sufferer from severe mental illness 
· People with severe mental illness are three times more likely to be victims of crime than those without severe mental illness
· They are also five times more likely to experience assaults 
· Victims with sever mental illness are vulnerable to repeat victimisation and to suffering different types of crimes. Additionally, seven times as likely to experience three or more different types of crime in a year.
(MIND,2013)

Under the Mental Capacity Act 2005 if a person is considered to not be able to understand or relay information that is relevant to decision making then they could be presumed to lack mental capacity. (Participation. E, 2022) The failing to retain information or actively engage when making decisions could also be caused by the influence of drugs legal or otherwise.
A neglected person could also be defined as vulnerable, under section 4 of the Mental Capacity Act 2005 any responsible person or carer looking after someone who neglects them, or is abusive they both physically or mentally can be held responsible. The Police need to be vigilant to this kind of vulnerability and should consider financial vulnerability. (Mental Capacity Act, 2005)

The Mental capacity Act 2005 provides legal framework for the police to use to help with situations that involve mentally vulnerable people aged sixteen and over. The act orientates around the individuals best interest in areas like assisting with decision-making if the person is showing traits of being irrational and confused. The act also supports police officers in taking action for those in need of medical care like a temporary mental disorder. They can use this act to help restraining individuals and transport them for medical attention. The act only empowers police officers if they believe a person lacks the capacity to make their own decisions for their best interest. The Police should always consider their tone and how they come across to people suffering with their mental capacity as the wrong approach could lead to them not fully understanding what they have been informed with but also could cause aggression if they feel threatened. (Bryant. R,2022)




Reviewing the police definition of vulnerability there is a section of the definition that states if a person is ‘unable to take care of or protect themselves or others from harm or exploitation’. Children would fall under this definition of vulnerability. The Police have a legal obligation to protect vulnerable children because of the Children Act 2004. However, this obligation does not require the police to act alone and in fact there are other legal legislation that requires intervention from other agencies when needed. (Children Act, 2004) 
The Victoria Climbie case demonstrates the need for multiple legislation and why vulnerable children need more to protect them. Victoria was murdered at eight years old after a history of abuse from her family which involved physical injuries such as beatings with football boots and neglect she would often be tied up in a bath tub and up to her eventual death she was forced into a black sack. There was noticeable times for intervention that would have saved her life but were missed by social services, local church and communities, and the police. (Inquiry . V.C, 2003)
The Victoria Climbie case resulted in multiple changes to how multi agencies respond to cases of vulnerability and communicate with each other on clear and precise information. After her murder there was an inquiry one key call for reform was the way in which agencies communicate with each other. Communication is one of the seven key themes within the National Vulnerability action plan so its implementation is crucial in practice. The report also stated to keep professionals accountable for failures with communication this includes police officers and medical professionals.

“There can be no justification for hospitals in close proximity to each other failing to access information about earlier patient contact. In this day and age, it must be reasonable to expect the free exchange of information within the National Health Service. The need for this is all the more critical because experience shows that ‘shopping around’ the health service is one of the favourite ploys of carers wishing to evade suspicion about their treatment of their children” (Inquiry, V.C, 2003)

Although, the national vulnerability action plan had not been created yet. Had it have been available when dealing with the Victoria Climbie case there would have been significant alterations to the investigation process and more would have been done to safeguard the child's life. Both internal and external factors could have been identified to indicate she was being abused or at least was vulnerable. 

To conclude, the definition of vulnerability in the context of policing can be viewed as someone who is under the age of eighteen for starters. Anybody considered a child in the eyes of the police are at risk of being vulnerable as they do not always possess the ability to look after themselves and prevent harm or abuse they may receive. A person who suffered from mental illness or lacks mental capacity is considered vulnerable despite their age. It can affect anyone and each case should be investigated individually with professional judgment. Finally, any adult that is experiencing abuse or neglect or is in need of some care is defined as vulnerable. The abuse and neglect received does not have to be physical or intentional but can be emotional. 
The police have a framework to identify all broad areas of vulnerability for all people and with the correct and accurate use of the national vulnerability action plan they can continue to follow the key themes like communication and early intervention to prevent cases like Victoria Climbie from happening again and reduce the risk for others.
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