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Operational policing focuses on the vulnerability of people and have their own definition of the issue many people are experiencing. The definition of vulnerability according the NPCC (2022) ‘’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’’. The police have a clear understanding of person that could be vulnerable and can proceed to carry out the methods they have in place to support the individuals. The Office for Health Improvement & Disparities (2022) have a different definition of vulnerability in comparison to the NPCC with them describing it as ‘’in need of special care, support or protection because of age, disability, risk of abuse or neglect’’. The definition of vulnerability is different with it being focused more on the health of the individual rather than the criminal justice side. There are different sections of vulnerability that are going to be explained about in more detail throughout the study. There is going to be information read into further of how the police identify vulnerabilities in individuals using different strategies put in place to understand vulnerable people. There are different aspects to vulnerabilities that police must deal with, and they could be people with mental health issues, drug misuse issues and people who have suffered from abuse from younger stages in life. There is a case study included in the study to show the changes in the working process of the police.    

Vulnerability is one of the key areas the police focus on in everyday work and is very common across most departments of policing. The police understand the importance of vulnerability and the behaviour of officers and staff could determine vulnerability of individuals being unaddressed or addressed badly. These decisions made by different members of police will go towards gaining trust or losing trust in the criminal justice system (Asquith et al. 2017, p.4). There are guidelines put in place by the College of Policing (2021) are there to provide police officers, staff, special constables and volunteers the different recommendations for recognising individuals at the risk of harm. These guidelines were made to give the opportunity for police officers and staff to have a wider understanding of the different vulnerabilities. According to the College of Policing (2021) these guidelines have three different areas that are focused on, such as clues, communication and curiosity. The officers and staff of the police can identify the different risks of individuals and it will help locate the people who need more support or identify the people who do not need the support. The College of Policing have provided these guidelines for the benefit of the vulnerable and clearly want to make sure police officers and staff carry out work professionally to make sure the vulnerable feel supported. The College of Policing (2022) explains that the ABCDE vulnerability assessment is used to identify the appearance, behaviour, signs of illness, level of communication and environment that person is found. Police officers and staff can identify the vulnerability of an individual using the assessment. 


There are many different methods the police use to deal with vulnerability cases and another strategy they use is the National Vulnerability Action Plan. The vulnerability knowledge and practice programme (2022) developed the NVAP to make sure the response to vulnerability was dealt with professionally with reducing the overall threat, risk and harm to vulnerable individuals. There are different sections of the plan that the police will incorporate in vulnerability scenarios, and these would be early intervention and prevention, protecting, supporting, safeguarding and managing risk, finding information and intelligence, effective investigation and outcomes, leadership, learning and development, communication. The different sections of the National Vulnerability Action Plan allow officers to identify vulnerability early and provide the support necessary with the gathered information on the case. The effectiveness of the police identifying vulnerability will be shown through the success of the scenario and if there was any improvement needed in the future. The plan developed has similarities to the ABCDE vulnerability assessment with there being links to identifying the different behaviours of a vulnerable individual.

There are several different types of vulnerabilities that the police come across in certain scenarios and mental health is one of the main aspects of vulnerable people. The Home Office (2014) describe a recent strategy that the police use when they come across people with mental health issues. The strategy is the mental health street triage that allows police to gain access to information and support from health professionals. The advice that is given will allow vulnerable individuals to have the support they need and at the earliest possible time.  According to the Home Office they have tested NHS nurses working alongside police officers to gain access to advice from the beginning of the encounter with the individual. The Department of Health and Social Care and the Home Office (2013) have worked alongside each other and believe that the street triage services are beneficial. These services have been tested in different areas and have shown to be working with police and nurses working together to make sure the vulnerable individuals with mental health issues are treated properly. Operational policing is made to be more efficient with the support of health professionals and will allow the workload of the police to decrease. The HMICFRS (2018) assessed the triage schemes that were allocated by the Home Office and the Department of Health and Social Care with an inspection on the effectiveness the method. The triage service goes through the police and people are contacting the police to get through to the service for mental health, which is causing more stress on the police. Police officers that are waiting for professional advise could be waiting at the scene for hours at bust times, which is time that they do not have. The people contacting the police to access mental health care should be going elsewhere for support, as the police is only supposed to be running the criminal justice section of mental health. The effectiveness of the strategy works in some areas and there are areas where there is need for improvement to make it a more efficient process. There were changes made to the legislation (Mental Health Act 1983) to make it a requirement to contact a doctor, nurse or an AMHP before going ahead with section 136 (HMICFRS, 2018). The section 136 of the Mental Health Act 1983 allows constables to decide whether to move a person suffering with mental disorder to a safe place or keep them in the same place. Although as explained previously a police constable must consult a healthcare professional before they make that decision.  

Another key section of vulnerability that the police must deal with is the drug misuse. According to the Home Office (2014) the government have different processes that give offenders involved with drug misuse the treatment they need. The police use drug testing to identify drug misusing and to make sure the offenders get the treatment required as they go through the process with the criminal justice system. It allows offenders to have the opportunity to have the treatment, although they are still being dealt with by the police and are getting a specific sentence depending on their situation. There was a statement released by the National Police Chief Council Lead for Drugs commander Simon Bray that stated ‘’the government has set out their new strategy for tackling the complex harms and issues associated with drugs and police will play our part in delivering it’’ (Home Office, 2017). The drug strategy was aimed towards safeguarding the vulnerable when drug misuse occurs. The vulnerable people can vary from a young age to adults and the strategy focuses on vulnerable young people, which their aim is to decrease the risk of abuse and being badly treated from a young age. The young adults may have been affected from the past and will move towards other problems, such as offending and self –harming that is caused by their mental health (Home Office, 2017). The police would have to face an increase in cases of vulnreability in the future if the strategy was not put in place. 

Operational policing must deal with many different cases that could be always different and vary in different ways, although a common case that will occur is adverse childhood experiences. The Violence Prevention Unit (2022) explain the meaning of adverse childhood experiences being stressful experiences that has occurred during childhood. The experiences harm a child either sexually or physically, which could result in trauma that affects them for the rest of their lives. Adverse childhood experiences (ACE) can go vary from domestic violence, physical abuse, verbal abuse, parental separation, household mental illness, alcohol abuse, sexual abuse, household drug abuse and Houshold members that have been imprisoned. The Royal Society for Public Health (2018) explained that there was a Police and Partners ACEs Early Action Together programme taking place to make sure the police have that understanding of the cycle of crime and how they are going to deal with the ongoing issues regarding these types of cases. The programme is aimed at helping the police understand the different indications of a person that may have been through adverse childhood experiences and are supposed to support them as much as they can. These people have that vulnerability from past experiences and the police must make the correct decisions to make sure these people are supported. According to the Public Health Wales (2018) the police had gone through ACE policing vulnerability training, which provided them with information about the impact of trauma has on development and tactical skills required to work with trauma-based cases. It gave the police the opportunity to have the required skills and confidence to respond to these scenarios that they will most likely come across.

A case study that has similarities and differences to the adverse childhood experiences is the Victoria Climbie case that occurred in year 2000. The Victoria Climbie enquiry (2003) explains the situation that the 8-year-old was in during her time with her aunt Marie-Theresa Kouao. The aunt had made her life a living hell with the last four months of her life lying in a bath taped up sitting in her own urine and faeces. The colour of her skin was changing, and the police became suspicious of the reasoning behind it. They kept Victoria in the bath and fed her with leftovers from their food, which was cold by the time it had got to her. The girl was unable to eat the food with her hands, as they were taped up and had to eat food as they described like a dog. These were only a small part of the events that happened, and the post-mortem had found the death to be hypothermia in the end. There were 128 different injuries found on her body that had shown they used sharp and blunt objects to abuse her. The police around the time had suspicions about the situation and could have prevented the event from occurring. At that time the different strategies of vulnerability were not in place and did not give the police the best opportunity to identify what was occurring to the young girl. It was clear there was more than enough evidence to deal with the situation, but the opportunity was not taken, and the police were on the departments to blame for the death of Victoria Climbie. 

These vulnerability guidelines put in place for operational policing allow officers to have a wider understanding of different vulnerabilities and recommendations when they deal with certain individuals (College of Policing, 2021). An assessment that the police use according to the College of Policing (2022) was the ABCDE vulnerability assessment used to identify the different behaviours of a person and the level of communication. Another strategy that was used in operational policing was the National Vulnerability Action Plan that made sure officers were carrying out work professionally and reducing the threat, risk and harm of a vulnerable individual. The strategy allowed the police to identify vulnerability early and give the support necessary (Vulnerability Knowledge and Practice Programme, 2022). There were similarities between ABCDE vulnerability assessment and the NVAP programme, as they were both there to identify vulnerability early by recognising the different types of behaviours and how the vulnerable should be treated. Mental health issues were recognised as a part of vulnerability, and they had a specific triage to encounter these types of people. The Home Office (2014) describe the mental health triage allows officers to gain access to information and support from healthcare professionals. Police officers can have access to NHS nurses working alongside them to gain access to advice from the beginnng of the encounter with the individual. The strategy was assessed by the HMICFRS (2018) that allowed them to identify the improvements needed for the strategy and they showed how the strategy is causing more stress for the police with people using the police service as a support service rather than preventing crime. The Mental Health Act 1983 was amended to make sure police constables were required to ask for healthcare advice from a doctor, nurse or an AMHP before they went ahead with section 136. Section 136 allowed officers to move an individual to a safe place or keep them in the same place. The strategy meant that officers would have to wait for advice in some way with time that they may not have, which would need amending. Another aspect of vulnerability was drug misuse of a vulnerable person. According to the Home Office (2017) they had a drug strategy in place to make sure vulnerable drug misusers were treated and supported, as they went through the process of the criminal justice system. The strategy was about safeguarding the vulnerable individuals. Another aspect of vulnerability is adverse childhood experiences the Violence Prevention Unit (2022) described that adverse childhood experiences could vary from domestic violence, physical abuse, verbal abuse, parental separation, Houshold mental illness, sexual abuse, household drug abuse and household members that have been imprisoned. There was a programme put in place by the Royal Society for Public Health (2018) that was to make sure the police understood the cycle of crime and tactical methods to prevent ACEs. There was a case study to show a brief occurrence of how children could be treated, such as the young girl called ‘Victoria Climbie’. There were areas where the police had the evidence to save the girl, but the opportunity was not taken, and the girl had passed away. The strategies were not in place at that time in the 2000’s, but there were still opportunities for the police to gather information and evidence on the case before the death. The police have come a long way since the early stages of policing and now have strategies and training in place to have an overall better understanding of vulnerability in operational policing.          
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