Evaluate what are the primary factors that contribute to an individual’s vulnerability in the content of policing.

This essay examines elements such as mental health issues, disabilities, demographic factors and socioeconomic status that make an individual vulnerable within the context of policing. These factors highlight the importance of police officers being trained to identify and respond appropriately to various vulnerabilities in order to ensure the safety and well-being of all individuals they encounter. The THRIVE model is often used to evaluate and address vulnerability. A vulnerable individual may be more susceptible to becoming a victim of crime, may have difficulties in communicating with authorities, or might not fully understand their rights, due to mental health issues or lack of education. Therefore, it’s crucial for police officers to effectively recognise and understand vulnerability and step in at the earliest opportunity to offer essential support and protection. However, the tragic case of Fiona Pilkington highlights the devastating impact of persistent harassment, systemic failures and combined vulnerabilities faced by certain individuals and the urgent need for better support and protection towards vulnerable individuals. This particular case is an example of how multiple vulnerabilities can lead to tragic outcomes.
Modern policing is constantly facing challenges and must be equipped to address them. Over the past two decades, many of the most significant tests for police have involved elements of vulnerability (Williams, 2023). Most appropriate support and intervention must be provided whenever vulnerable individuals may come into contact with the police, whether those situations involve potential criminality or not. The College of Policing emphasizes that officers must be trained and skilled in recognizing vulnerability. Every police force should have a clear definition of what constitutes vulnerability (Home Office, 2014). College of Policing (2020) “has adopted the THRIVE definition of vulnerability”, which generally describes a vulnerable person as someone who, because of their situation or circumstances, cannot care for or protect themselves from harm or exploitation. The College of Policing guidelines emphasise aiding officers and staff in addressing vulnerability. They outline the steps officers and staff must take to identify, understand and respond to vulnerability.
Vulnerable people might also “encounter the criminal justice system as victims of crime” (Home Office, 2014), meaning that individuals who are vulnerable due to factors like mental health issues, disabilities, gender, or other circumstances can end up interacting with the criminal justice system because they are victims of crimes, not just as perpetrators. Individuals with mental health issues are up to three times more likely to fall victim to crime compared to the general population. Five times more likely to be assaulted, a figure that jumps to ten times if you are a woman. More likely to experience repeated victimisation and much less satisfied with the service they receive. (Mind and Victim Support, 2013). Findings following this survey regarding crimes targeting individuals with severe mental health issues, highlight the significant risks and obstacles faced by individuals with mental health issues in obtaining necessary support.
In 2013, a report from an Independent Commission on Mental Health and Policing in London estimated that more than 20% of police time is dedicated to addressing incidents involving individuals with mental health (Home Office, 2014). 10 years later, a report from BBC News (2023) highlighted that police forces throughout the UK have experienced a notable increase in mental health incidents over the past five years, and 20-40% of their time is dedicated handling these incidents. Particularly, the police in North Wales experienced the highest increase, handling over five times the number of incidents in 2022 (3910) compared to 781 in 2017. As a result, the Government declared that these pressures are stopping police officers from fighting crime effectively (BBC News, 2023).
The rising condition of mental health issues has had a serious impact on policing. According to the College of Policing (2024), the rise in mental health issues greatly affect the police, as a considerable part of everyday police duties involves dealing with individuals experiencing mental problems, whether they are victims, perpetrators or witnesses. Additionally, a lack of appropriate training for police officers can result in insufficient support and increased vulnerability. Nonetheless, several areas still lack enough evidence. These include a clearer understanding of how police officers define, conceptualize, and code ‘mental health’ within the context of vulnerability, as well as the influence of environmental factors, such as “limited community resources, socio-economic factors, crime levels and poor housing stock” (College of Policing, 2024), on police interactions with individuals experiencing mental health issues.
Another factor that can significantly impact vulnerable individuals is disabilities. The definition of disability under the Equality Act 2010 refers to a person that reports a physical or mental long-term illness, condition or impairment that causes difficulties with their daily activities. Disabled individuals are more likely to be vulnerable to crime due to circumstances such as lack of support, social isolation or exploitation. However, the social model of disability acknowledges that many individuals with disabilities don’t see themselves as vulnerable and may find that label offensive. The prosecution guidance on disability hate crime and other crimes against disabled people refers to vulnerable victims, witnesses or persons as individuals being vulnerable to a specific crime in particular situations, or within the framework of an applicable Sentencing Guideline (The Crown Prosecution Service, 2022).
Research from the independent charity Victim Support (2016), reveals that disabled people face a heightened risk of violent crime. Individuals with limiting disabilities or illnesses are nearly three and a half times more likely to experience serious violence. Same report reveals that they are twice as likely to experience violence without injury and 1.6 times more likely to fall victim to theft, compared to adults without such limitations. Moreover, a report from the Office of National Statistics (2019) highlights that disabled women were over twice as likely to suffer domestic abuse (17.3%), compared to non-disable women. In addition, the Disability Unit (2021) emphasises that “those with mental health conditions, learning difficulties and social and behavioural impairments” are most commonly targeted for victimisation. In other words, being vulnerable due to certain disabilities can increase the likelihood of becoming a victim of crime.
Gender plays a significant role in vulnerability within the policing context, impacting how individuals experience and respond to crime and justice. It intersects with other factors such as race, disability, and socio-economic status creating compounded vulnerabilities. When combined, these disadvantages can be even more pronounced. Women with vulnerabilities face heightened risks of crime and injustice, which can have an increased risk of victimisation and a profound and long-lasting impact on their lives such as mental health problems, suicide attempts, and homelessness (Office for National Statistics, 2021). According to Williams (2023) women are significantly more likely to experience recurrent and intense abuse, including sexual violence. Furthermore, they are more inclined “to have experienced sustained physical, psychological or emotional abuse, or violence which results in injury or death” Williams (2023), p.39). By recognising and addressing gender-specific vulnerabilities, the police can provide more effective and equitable protection for all individuals (College of Policing, 2021).
Socioeconomic status is an additional factor that significantly influences vulnerability. Individuals from lower socioeconomic backgrounds often face great challenges, such as proneness to experience poverty, domestic violence, live in underprivileged communities or hostile environments, have limited access to education and higher rates of unemployment. Consequently, they are more likely to have inadequate housing conditions, a lifestyle that normalises and encourages violence, have limited access to quality healthcare, achieve lower levels of education and face higher levels of crime. Statistics show that unemployment in the most disadvantaged regions is over twice as high compared to the least disadvantaged areas (UK Government, 2017). Research and analysis from the Public Health department (2022) indicates that economic instability can increase mental health issues, further increasing vulnerability. To a greater extent, poverty is an increasing issue in the UK, it can result from various factors and may leave individuals vulnerable to others (Williams, 2023).
A high-profile case with a massive impact on the police is the Fiona Pilkington’s case. The Fiona Pilkington case begin from persistent harassment and antisocial behaviour. Fiona and her daughter endured ongoing local disturbance, frequently targeting their home for several years. Despite reporting these incidents to the police, the responses were often uncoordinated and handled in isolation (Independ Police Complaints Commission, 2011). Additional factors, such as the failure to identify the family as vulnerable and to recognise the antisocial behaviour and harassment as hate crimes, led to mounting frustration. Ultimately, this culminated in Fiona taking her own life and that of her disabled daughter, Francesca (College of Policing, 2021). The vulnerable single mother reported to the police thirty-three incidents of anti-social behaviour by local youths over the preceding 10 years, before tragically taking her own life and that of her daughter in 2007 (Crime and Justice, 2012).
This specific critical incident includes multiple layers of vulnerability, such as mental health, disabilities, socioeconomic factors and gender. Fiona’s mental health was a significant aspect of her vulnerability. She constantly had to deal with the emotional and psychological harassment and antisocial behaviour, while her daughter had a disability, making their household particularly susceptible to targeted abuse. The family’s living environment characterised by socioeconomic challenges and high levels of crime contributed significantly to her vulnerability. Living in a modest neighbourhood, she had limited resources to combat harassment and antisocial behaviour directed at her family. The lack of financial mobility added another layer of helplessness, making it even more challenging to escape the relentless abuse and find adequate support (Police Professional, 2011). Furthermore, Fiona, as a single mother, faced isolation and the pressure of caregiving which are often intensified for women (Cameron, 2024).
The police were criticized for not responding adequately to Pilkington’s complaints and for failing to protect vulnerable victims of antisocial behaviour. Overall, the case led to a revaluation of police practices and policies regarding the handling of these cases and the protection of vulnerable individuals. It emphasised the need for better risk assessment, risk management strategies, and improved communication and coordination among agencies (Independent Police Complaints Commission, 2011). The case tragically underscores the necessity for better recognition and support systems for vulnerable individuals, as well as more cohesive responses from authorities (UK Parliament, 2012).
There are several factors that can cause vulnerability in individuals, ranging from socioeconomic status to age-related vulnerabilities. Those with mental health conditions may not fully understand their rights or the consequences of their actions, making them easy targets for manipulation. A lack of knowledge about legal rights and the justice system can leave individuals vulnerable to unfair treatment and coercion. Effective communication and understanding are essential to properly support vulnerable individuals, which highlights the need for improved mental health services. Disabled individuals are more likely to be vulnerable to crime due to several factors. Their disabilities can make them appear as easy targets to perpetrators, increasing their risk of victimisation. While communication barriers and misunderstandings can further complicate their interactions with police officers. The Fiona Pilkington case distinctly illustrates the intersection of multiple vulnerabilities – mental health, socioeconomic status, gender, disability and systemic failures. The family’s prolonged suffering aggravated by inadequate recognition and support from authorities, highlights the critical need for safeguarding vulnerable individuals. This tragic event serves as a powerful reminder of the importance of resolving all aspects of vulnerability through coordinated and compassionate responses from both social services and law enforcement. Accordingly, addressing these vulnerabilities requires comprehensive training for the police, community engagement, and the support system to ensure fair treatment for all vulnerable individuals.
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