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

In policing, understanding vulnerability is crucial for creating a fair and effective criminal justice system. In 2021, the College of Policing (CoP) created THRIVE to define vulnerability which assesses factors that determine the threat, harm, risk, investigation, vulnerability, and engagement. CoP defines a vulnerable person as “if, as a result of their situation or circumstances, they cannot take care of or protect themselves or others from harm or exploitation.” There are both personal and situational factors that can cause a risk of harm to an individual, such as sexuality, disability, ethnicity, mental health, and many more. According to Richards (2022), policing is based on consent, meaning the effectiveness of the police in performing their duties relies on the public’s support for their presence, actions, and conduct.
However, the interactions between vulnerable people and the police can sometimes lead to negative outcomes, particularly for certain groups within society. This essay will delve into several factors and examine how policing influences an individual’s vulnerability and how it is dealt. One of the main factors is socio-economic status, as people from disadvantaged backgrounds are often subject to biased treatment from the police. Another factor is mental health, individuals who are suffering from mental health are at considerable risk when encountered by the police due to difficulties with communication or behaviour. There are many more factors that this essay will explore further in detail, analysing how they interact with policing practices and what can be done to reduce vulnerability in these situations.
Policing plays a crucial role in society, focusing on maintaining public order, preventing crime, and protecting individuals and communities. Beyond crime prevention, the police serve as an authority figure to the community, helping to enforce laws and ensure public safety. The application of police powers must align with human rights and equality laws (Brown, 2021). However, the way officers use the methods, such as stop and search, can sometimes raise concerns about how they affect diverse groups within society. The HMICFRS (2021) claimed in a report that during an investigation in 2018, the Independent Office for Police Conduct (IOPC) found that some officers conducting stop and search did not fully understand how their actions and words affected individuals from Black, Asian, and Ethnic Minority backgrounds, and did not acknowledge the factors that contributed to perceptions of discrimination. This emphasises the necessity for officers to receive specific training that allows them to address their biases and avoid future unfair practices. 
There are certain individuals who are put at a higher risk of negative experiences with the police. A tragic example of this is the Fiona Pilkington, who killed herself and her severely disabled daughter in 2007 after many years of torment by the youths of her community. A report from the IPCC into Leicestershire Police concluded that the main failure was that the force did not identify the family as vulnerable, despite contacting the police more than 30 times during the 10-year ordeal (The Guardian, 2011). According to Equality and Human Rights Commission (2011), the jury decided that Bosworth Council and Leicestershire County Council social services also had a play in the death of Pilkington’s death. Social services department were criticised for failing to refer Pilkington to professional help after she expressed suicidal thoughts to a social worker. Despite clear warning signs, the police nor social services took Pilkington’s situation seriously enough. This highlights the lack of communication between the police and social services, overlooking a vulnerable individuals crisis.  
One of the primary factors leading to vulnerability in the content of policing is their socio-economic status. In recent years, poverty has increased due to the cost of living. Statistics from 2021/22 show that 11.4 million people (17%) were in relative low income before housing costs, and in 2022/23 the figure rose to 14.3 million people (21%) after housing costs. Those in absolute low income were 9.5 million (14%) before housing costs, increasing to 12.0 million (18%). Dhaliwal (2022) claims people living in socio-economically deprived communities are more likely to be both perpetrators and victims of crime. They are also more likely to live in areas targeted by ‘hotspot policing’, where police presence is intensified.
Living in a low-income community often means they lack access to essential resources. For instance, research by BookTrust (2023) found that 23% of parents and carers from low-income backgrounds cannot afford to give their children books for their first birthday, despite 95% of families recognising the importance of reading. With the shortages of resources and opportunities, this can make individuals more vulnerable not only to crime but also to intensified police focus.
Moreover, individuals who come from low-income may not have the same level of support networks as those from wealthier backgrounds. Lack of support makes it difficult for them to navigate the legal system effectively. The cases of Mark Duggan (2011) and Brock Turner (2015) show how individuals from different socio-economic backgrounds are treated within the justice system. Duggan was a 29-year-old Black male from a low-income area in Tottenham, London. Duggan was shot and killed by police in 2011 during an attempted arrest, an incident that brought light to the tensions between the police and low-income communities. Turner was an American student, who’s wealthy background meant after sexually assaulting an unconscious woman in 2015, received just a six-month sentence. Duggan’s death sparked an outrage within the community, whilst Turner’s privilege afforded him a softer response. These cases show how socio-economic status can influence an individual’s experience with the police, with those from wealthier backgrounds receiving biased treatment.
Another critical factor that contributes to an individual’s vulnerability is systemic racism. Within policing, stop and search practices demonstrate how systemic racism plays a role in creating vulnerability. Statistics revealed by The Government found that in March 2023 across England and Wales revealed there were 24.5 stop and searches for every 1,000 black people, compared to just 5.9 for every 1,000-white people. Individuals with mixed ethnicity were stopped 9.9 times per 1,000, and 8.5 for every 1,000 for Asian people. Among these groups, black Caribbean, ‘Black other’ and ‘Asian other’ ethnic groups had the highest stop and search rates. These numbers raise serious concerns about the targeting of ethnic groups. The data suggest that racism continues to shape policing practices, resulting in unfair treatment of these communities. Not only does this reflect racial biases but intensifies feelings of mistrust within these communities and the police, causing a further strain on already fragile relationships.
One example of systemic racism is the case of Andrew Boateng and his son Huugo, a father and son who were allegedly grabbed by officers and threatened with tasers after being wrongly suspected of involvement in a stabbing. Boateng told Sky News that he felt helpless when officers decided to handcuff his 13-year-old son. Despite there being a lack of evidence linking Boateng to the stabbing that happened in the area, police officers detained Boateng for several hours. Although Boateng was released without charge, both him and his son had a traumatic experience which caught attention to the policing tactics often used against Black individuals and raised some serious concern about the lack of accountability within the police force. This case shows the harm that systemic racism in policing has on minority communities, especially when unfair practices are left unchecked.
Mental health is a significant factor that contributes to most cases of vulnerability in policing practices. Individuals who have mental health often have a more complex interaction with the police which can sometimes tragic outcomes. The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA, 2023) defines mental health as our emotional, psychological, and social well-being that affects how individuals think, feel, and act. It also helps determine how an individual may handle stress, relate to others and make choices. Conditions like anxiety, bipolar disorder, schizophrenia, and depression can impact a person’s ability to communicate or comply with police instructions that lead to misunderstandings or escalating situations.
This is concerning given the lack of specialised training that some officers have when it comes to dealing with vulnerable individuals. In England and Wales, the number of deaths following police contact (DAPC) reached its highest level in a decade, with 241 deaths recorded during 2016/17, rising to 283 in 2017/18 (Baker, 2020). Police forces have emergency powers like Section 136 of the Mental Health Act, which allows mental health professionals, such as a doctor, nurse, approved mental health professional (AMHP), or paramedic, to work alongside officers. Despite this however, there are still gaps within the support system. In many cases, officers are the first point of contact for individuals experiencing mental health crises, yet they frequently lack the necessary skills or resources to offer the appropriate care.
Baker (2020), an individual suggests that while the police frequently deal with people experiencing mental health issues, a mental health professional should take the lead in such situations, or for officers to receive further specialised training. A case that highlights the challenges faced by vulnerable individuals is the death of Kevin Clarke in 2018. Clarke was a Black man who had schizophrenia who was experiencing a mental health crisis when Metropolitan police were called to assist. Clarke was restrained and repeatedly told officers “I can’t breathe” and shortly after, lost consciousness and later died in police custody. It was found that the excessive restraint used by the police contributed to Clarke’s unfortunate death. This case raised concerns about how officers handle vulnerable people during a mental health crisis and prompted discussions about the need for better mental health training for police officers.
The implications of vulnerability in policing go far beyond just negative experiences. Vulnerable people are more exposed to threats, harm, or abuse due to factors that make them vulnerable, such as mental health issues, race, disability. For example, individuals who suffer with mental health may face difficulty communicating or complying with police officers. Sarah Reed was a vulnerable individual who died in her cell in Holloway prison in 2016. Reed suffered from various mental health issues such as schizophrenia and bipolar disorder after suffering the loss of her nine-month-old daughter. This made her vulnerable and police officers, social services and prison officers were aware of her suffering. In 2012, Reed was a victim of police brutality when a Metropolitan officer was seen on CCTV to be dragging Reed by her hair, pressing on her head and punching her several times. This experience aggravated Reed’s mental health issues and this case raised important queries about the treatment of people with mental illness by the criminal justice system. 
The National Vulnerability Action Plan (NVAP, 2020-2022) created by CoP emphasises the importance an appropriate response to vulnerable individuals to prioritise the various themes of vulnerability, ranging from initial response and investigation to victim support, frontline supervision, and leadership development. Wools (2024) created a Police & Crime Plan 2023-2027 for South Wales Police, with one of the priorities being protecting the most vulnerable in communities, understanding causes and taking positive action against arising issues. Wools claims to review hate crime data and victim experiences to ensure that victims of hate crime get an appropriate service and are satisfied with the response. Another key priority is working with partners including Get Safe Online to protect people from fraudulent behaviour and growing scams, and the Media Academy Cymru to support those who are high risk of being involved in the criminal justice system. These highlight a commitment to improving the support given to vulnerable people by the police, addressing the root causes and collaborating with partners to ensure there is an effective response to vulnerability. This demonstrates the dedication to long-term change, ensuring to rebuild trust between the vulnerable groups, the community and the police. 
In conclusion, vulnerability within policing remains a complex issue, influenced by things such as socio-economic status, mental health, and systemic racism. Cases such as Fiona Pilkington and Kevin Clarke demonstrate the consequences of systemic flaws and lack of appropriate support from the police. The NVAP and priorities set in Wool’s Police & Crime Plan highlight the commitment to addressing these issues, focusing on training, partnerships, and most importantly victim support. However, in order to improve police practices, efforts to ensuring that vulnerable individuals are treated with dignity, and their safety prioritised is most vital in policing. 
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