In the context of policing, an individual's vulnerability is influenced by a complex interplay of social, economic, psychological, and systemic factors (Keay and Kirby, 2017). These factors can lead to disparate treatment or outcomes in interactions with law enforcement. Here are some of the primary contributors to vulnerability in policing contexts.
In the context of policing, socioeconomic status (SES) significantly influences individuals' experiences with law enforcement, including the frequency and nature of police interactions, the level of vulnerability to criminalization, and the outcomes of those encounters. SES, which includes factors like income, education, and occupation, shapes how people are treated by the criminal justice system and often determines their access to legal resources and protections. Policing in lower-SES communities is often characterized by more intensive scrutiny and enforcement (Gaston, Brunson and Grossman, 2020), while higher-SES individuals generally enjoy greater protection and fewer negative encounters with law enforcement.
Increased Surveillance, Low-income neighborhoods are often perceived as having higher crime rates, leading to a heavier police presence (Baranyi et al., 2021). As a result, residents in these areas are more likely to be stopped, searched, and arrested, even for minor infractions. This contributes to over-policing, where lower socioeconomic neighborhoods receive a disproportionate amount of law enforcement attention.
[bookmark: _Int_vxv6kX3i]In order to deter more serious crimes, policies such as "broken windows policing" concentrate on enforcing stricter laws against small offences (such as loitering, public drinking, or graffiti) in low-income neighborhoods. Although the goal of this approach is to lower crime, it frequently leads to the criminalization of actions associated with poverty, which disproportionately impacts those from low-SES families.
Impact of SES on Youth in Policing. School-to-Prison Pipeline, Kids and teens from low-income families are more likely to go to underfunded schools where there are more police officers on duty . (Census, 2023) The school-to-prison pipeline, in which students are referred from educational institutions into the criminal justice system for behaviours that might be handled differently in wealthier schools, is exacerbated by the fact that police officers sometimes handle minor disciplinary issues rather than school administrators.
Disparities in Juvenile Justice, Young people from lower socioeconomic backgrounds are also more prone to run afoul of the juvenile justice system, frequently receiving more severe punishment for the same offences as their more affluent counterparts. For instance, a wealthy youngster in the same circumstance would be given a warning or offered diversion programs, but a young person from a low-income household might be arrested for shoplifting.
Policing Reforms Addressing SES Disparities,  Building Trust, By encouraging cooperation and trust, community policing tactics seek to lessen the hostile relationship that exists between law enforcement and citizens in low-SES communities. Instead than concentrating only on enforcement, officers collaborate closely with community members to address the underlying causes of crime, such as poverty and a lack of opportunities.
Problem-Solving Policing, This strategy pushes police to interact with the community to learn about its particular problems and provide long-term fixes that lower crime and enhance quality of life (College of Policing, 2021). This could entail collaborating with neighbourhood organisations to offer youth resources, career training, or mental health help in low-SES communities.
Implicit Bias Training, Police officers are receiving more and more training on how to identify and combat their unconscious biases, especially those pertaining to race and class. By increasing understanding of how prejudice might affect policing actions, this training seeks to lessen the disproportionate targeting of communities of colour and low-SES individuals.
In order to have a deeper understanding of the social and cultural aspects of the communities they serve, officers are now receiving training in cultural competency. This makes it easier for law enforcement to interact politely and reduces the likelihood of confrontation with low-SES communities.
Socioeconomic status plays a significant role in shaping an individual’s experience with policing. People from lower-SES backgrounds are more likely to encounter the criminal justice system, face harsher treatment, and experience difficulties in navigating legal processes due to economic disadvantages. Over-policing, criminalization of poverty, and limited access to legal resources make low-SES individuals particularly vulnerable in the policing context. Addressing these disparities requires reforms such as community policing, decriminalization of minor offenses, implicit bias training, and bail reform, which aim to create a more equitable and just system for individuals across the socioeconomic spectrum.
Race and ethnicity play a critical role in shaping individuals' experiences with policing in the UK, and these factors often intersect with other forms of disadvantage, such as socioeconomic status, to create increased vulnerability (Roberts et al., 2020). For many ethnic minority communities, particularly Black, Asian, and other minority ethnic (BAME) groups, there are long-standing concerns about racial bias, discrimination, and disproportionate policing practices. These dynamics can contribute to a heightened sense of vulnerability, mistrust in the police, and unequal treatment in the criminal justice system.
The relationship between race and policing in the UK is shaped by a complex history of colonialism, immigration, and racial inequality. Throughout the 20th century, significant waves of immigration from former British colonies brought people of African, Caribbean, South Asian, and other non-white backgrounds to the UK (Lowe, 2020). However, many of these communities faced racial discrimination in employment, housing, education, and interactions with law enforcement.
The main causes of racial and ethnic vulnerability in the UK's disproportionate use of stop and search
Racial Disparities in Stop and Search: The employment of stop and search powers under laws such as the Criminal Justice and Public Order Act and the Police and Criminal Evidence Act (PACE) is one of the most contentious policing practices in the United Kingdom (College of Policing, 2017). When compared to white people, Black people are disproportionately stopped and searched, according to data. Black people are roughly seven times more likely than white people to be stopped and searched, and members of Asian and mixed-race communities are also disproportionately targeted, according to Home Office data.
Impact on Vulnerability: The overuse of stop and search among ethnic minority groups creates a sense of surveillance and criminalization. This constant scrutiny not only increases the likelihood of being criminalized for minor offenses but also contributes to feelings of marginalization and mistrust in the police. Ethnic minority individuals, particularly young Black men, are often viewed with suspicion, which makes them more vulnerable to negative police encounters, wrongful arrests, and even police violence.
Systemic and structural practices within the police force that disadvantage specific racial and ethnic groups are referred to as "institutional racism," a phrase popularised by the Macpherson Report. It refers to the rules, practices, and societal norms that support inequality rather than just the biases of certain officers (Phillips, 2011).
Decision-Making Racial Bias: From first interactions with law enforcement to the choice to make an arrest, file a charge, or bring charges, racial and ethnic minorities may experience bias at different phases of the policing process. Police officers' decisions can be influenced by racial prejudices, such as the belief that Black and minority ethnic (BAME) people are more prone to commit crimes. This can result in disproportionate arrests and harsher treatment.
Impact on Vulnerability: Institutional racism and implicit bias increase the vulnerability of ethnic minority groups to unfair treatment. This can result in longer sentences, higher rates of incarceration, and poorer outcomes in the criminal justice system for BAME individuals. These practices reinforce racial inequality and perpetuate cycles of disadvantage.


Erosion of Trust, The relationship between ethnic minority populations and law enforcement has significantly deteriorated as a result of racial bias, disproportionate policing, and unfavourable police encounters. In Black and Muslim communities, where people may believe that the police do not act in their best interests or that they are treated unfairly because of their ethnicity or religion, this mistrust is especially noticeable.
Impact on Vulnerability, Mistrust in law enforcement makes ethnic minorities less likely to report crimes, seek help from the police, or cooperate with investigations, leaving them more vulnerable to crime and exploitation. Additionally, when victims of crime from BAME communities do not feel that they will be treated fairly by the police, they may be less likely to engage with the justice system, further perpetuating their vulnerability.
There have been initiatives in recent years to lessen the vulnerability of ethnic minority groups and rectify the racial inequities in UK policing. Among these reforms are the following, Body-Worn Cameras, The goal of allowing police officers to wear body cameras is to increase public-police interactions' accountability and transparency, especially in areas where disproportionate policing has occurred (Johnson, 2024).
Stop and Search Reforms, To guarantee that stop and search powers are not being abused or utilised disproportionately based on race, efforts are being made to make them more visible and responsible. This includes tighter recording requirements and increased oversight.
Mental health and disability are important elements that contribute to an individual's vulnerability in the context of UK police. Interactions with the police frequently result in disproportionately poor results for people with mental health conditions or impairments, such as increased rates of incarceration, use of force, and even death (College of Policing, 2016). These vulnerabilities are caused by a number of factors, including the criminalisation of behaviours linked to mental illness or disabilities, poor mental health care, a lack of training for police, and stigma.
Primary Factors Contributing to Vulnerability for Individuals with Mental Health Issues and Disabilities in Policing are, Criminalization of Mental Health Crises, Frequent Contact with Police. People with mental health problems are more likely to come into contact with the police during a mental health crisis, often because they are in distress, confused, or exhibiting behaviors that are perceived as disruptive or threatening (Mind Organization, n.d.). Police are frequently called to respond to individuals experiencing mental health crises due to a lack of adequate mental health services, making law enforcement the default response in these situations.
Criminalization of Symptoms, Criminalising behaviours linked to mental health crises, such irregular speech, agitation, or public disturbances, can result in arrests or detentions that are inappropriate for someone who needs medical attention. Because of this criminalisation, people with mental health disorders frequently go through the criminal justice system instead of getting the mental health care they need.
Effect on susceptibility, Because they are more likely to be arrested, jailed, or exposed to force instead of obtaining the necessary medical or psychological care, people with mental health issues are made even more vulnerable by this criminalisation. Furthermore, there is a greater chance of damage and escalation when individuals with mental health disorders struggle to comprehend police orders or behave in ways that police expect.
Impact on Vulnerability, This criminalization exacerbates the vulnerability of individuals with mental health conditions, as they are more likely to be arrested, detained, or subjected to the use of force rather than receiving the medical or psychological care they need. Additionally, people with mental health issues may have difficulty understanding police commands or interacting in ways that police expect, increasing the risk of escalation and harm.
Police Use of Force Against Mentally Ill People: Research indicates that individuals with mental health disorders are more likely to experience police use of force (Laniyonu and Goff, 2021). Tasers, physical restraints, and in severe situations, guns, may be used in this situation. Inappropriate use of force may result from police officers misinterpreting signs of mental illness, such as unpredictable behaviour or non-compliance, as a threat.
High-Profile Cases: In a number of well-known incidents in the UK, police officers have used excessive force on people who have mental health conditions, sometimes to the point of death. The 2008 death of Sean Rigg, a Black man with schizophrenia, who passed away while being held by the police, for instance, brought attention to the risks that people with mental illnesses face when they deal with law enforcement (BBC, 2019).
In response to the challenges posed by mental health and disability in policing, there have been several reforms and initiatives aimed at improving outcomes for individuals with mental health conditions or disabilities when they encounter law enforcement.
Mental Health Professionals in Police Stations, Many police stations now include liaison and diversion services, where mental health professionals work alongside the police to identify individuals with mental health issues or disabilities at the point of arrest. These professionals can assess whether an individual should be diverted into mental health services rather than processed through the criminal justice system.
Impact of Diversion, Diversion schemes help reduce the criminalization of mental health conditions and ensure that individuals receive the treatment they need rather than being unnecessarily detained or prosecuted (Brady, Burgess and Osrin, 2022). This approach reduces the vulnerability of individuals with mental health issues and provides a more compassionate response to crises.
Socioeconomic status is a powerful determinant of an individual's quality of life, influencing everything from education and health to employment and interactions with societal institutions like the justice system. It shapes opportunities, access to resources, and social experiences. Addressing SES disparities is crucial for improving equality and fostering social mobility across generations. Policymakers and institutions must work to reduce the impact of SES on individuals’ life outcomes, focusing on improving access to education, healthcare, housing, and employment opportunities for those from lower-SES backgrounds.
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