


Critically evaluate the impact of the National Vulnerability Action Plan (NVAP) on police practices in safeguarding vulnerable people. To what extent has NVAP improved multi-agency collaboration, early intervention, and outcomes for at-risk vulnerable people?
One of the biggest challenges facing those in modern policing is the safeguarding of vulnerable people. This includes a broad cross-section of society, ranging from children and older adults to individuals with mental health issues, repeat victims and many other categories (Cooper & Hyden, 2022). The complicated nature of these challenges led to the creation of the National Vulnerability Action Plan (NVAP), which was established by the national framework for the National Police Chiefs’ Council (NPCC) and the College of Policing. The aim of NVAP is to provide a clear and consistent approach on how police agencies should respond to vulnerable members of the public, (NPCC 2018), creating a standardised approach nationwide. The action promotes evidence-based responses and emphasises the need for multi-agency approaches to ensure that safeguarding measures are in place (NPCC 2018).
One of the ways in which police can identify a victim or witnesses’ vulnerability is through the Equality Act (2010) which can be used alongside the NVAP. The Act sets out nine protected characteristics including age, disability and gender. The Equality and Human Rights Commission (2020) details the aim behind the Equality Act as reducing discrimination for people who could be considered vulnerable in workplaces and similar. However, it also details that public bodies such as local government and police for example, should also consider how their actions may impact someone with these characteristics. This feeds into identifying a person’s vulnerabilities by encouraging officers to consider factors that have been identified as leaving a person vulnerable and open to discrimination. Early intervention when dealing with a vulnerable person can lead to a more efficient response but also lead the person to feel more valued and therefore more co-operative with the police.
Another factor that can be used to identify a person’s potential vulnerabilities is their Adverse Childhood Experiences or ACEs. ACEs are explained as events that happen in a person’s childhood that could be considered to have led them into a criminal lifestyle. Quigg, et al (2024) discusses how someone with four or more ACEs could be between eleven and twenty times more likely to end up with a prison sentence in their lifetime than someone with no ACEs. The Association of Directors of Public Health (2021) states that for policing in a modern environment, where mental health problems are a vast majority of calls, police should approach every situation without negative connotations attached to the vulnerability they are seeing. This will allow them to get to the root cause of a person’s behaviour, resulting in early intervention and potentially lead to a longer lasting resolution rather than a short term one. This could then theoretically reduce reoffending and repeat victimisation in the future.
When considering the impact that the NVAP has had on policing practices, there must be some consideration of how police have previously dealt with vulnerable people. Williams (2023) states that the police have not always taken a sympathetic approach towards vulnerable victims. Prior to the Youth Justice and Criminal Evidence Act (1999), victims and witnesses were often left without support and guidance once a crime had been reported. The issues with this methodology were brought to light with the death of Fiona Pilkington and her disabled daughter. Fiona took her daughter's life and her own by setting fire to their car. She felt as though she had no other choice, having suffered for 7 years with abuse from youths in the area and receiving no support from the local police (BBC, 2009). This highlighted the need for the police to take responsibility for vulnerable people who end up in the justice system. Williams (2023) also acknowledged that despite the NVAP, there is still a sense of unease within the police service as they are aware that they have not always shown empathy towards vulnerable people and this could require consistent training, especially in an ever-developing country. 
Creating a framework for police to follow when understanding vulnerability also showed the need for organisations to cooperate when a person has vulnerabilities that may impact the way they need to be treated. The NVAP outlines seven key points. These are early intervention and prevention, protection, intelligence, data collection and management, effective investigation and outcomes, leadership, workforce communication and organisational development (NPCC, 2018). It aims to reshape policing practices by recognising vulnerabilities as every officer’s responsibility. This creates a pro-active, risk-based model supported by safeguarding and early-intervention. The NVAP is also shaping the future of protection for vulnerable people by encouraging police to build stronger relationships with outside agencies, encouraging the multi-agency approach and all-round care, (NPCC, 2020). This includes developing collaboration with local authorities, health services such as the NHS, social care, housing and others. These other agencies often hold additional, previously unknown information or expertise that the police may lack. This provides access to a wider range of resources and tools which in turn can lead to more effective outcomes, (NPCC, 2020). If police are made aware of all circumstances, including previous contact that agencies have had, this can help them focus their early interventions and develop a well-rounded picture of the best course of action. It is not necessarily a simple case of investigate and arrest as it may have been previously but actually it could require more specialised treatment, which is better suited to an alternative branch of the multi-agency approach, such as medical treatment, or even improved housing conditions to reduce vulnerability.
In 2021, the College of Policing began promoting the use of THRIVE to identify vulnerability and recognise that a person’s circumstances can vary at any point in time. THRIVE stands for Threat, Harm, Risk, Investigation, Vulnerability and Engagement and this guides officers through the process of identifying vulnerable people. Police must identify the persons vulnerability and then understand how it could lead to harm or risk. Next, they must assess the level of that risk and develop a proportionate plan of action. This will often involve establishing which agencies need to be made aware of the situation and become involved. (College of Policing, 2021). The College of Policing also emphasises that by nature, most people involved with the police will have some form of vulnerability and because of this, THRIVE isn’t a checklist but should instead be used as a guide or framework. It is important for officers to identify the earliest signs of vulnerability as this will allow them to take immediate action with safeguarding. This will aid people in a crisis and increase the likelihood of a positive, efficient outcome.
The Home Office (2015) estimates that a significant portion of police time is spent responding to individuals with mental health issues. It equates to over 20% of calls being related to mental health incidents. This effects the police officers who are often first to respond to the call as it can prevent them from completing their core duties, i.e. investigating and preventing crime. The difficulty for responding officers is that they are not medically trained and, in many cases, a police officer can make a situation worse once the vulnerable person sees them as they fear they are in trouble. As stated previously, without the multi-agency approach, the police would have a far more difficult time safeguarding the vulnerable individual. A report done by the Youth Endowment Fund (2020) states that many cases of police failing to identify vulnerabilities is because they are not obvious or openly presented to them. It showed that police failed to identify vulnerabilities in adults more often where domestic abuse had occurred, especially where the adult was not the person at the centre of an investigation. For example, when they were called to check on the welfare of a child but there was a missed opportunity to identify the parent’s vulnerability too. 
The Home Office (2014) also highlights how vulnerable people can be at a greater risk of harm when multiple agencies withhold information within collaboration. Daniel Pelka is unfortunately an example of this. He was physically abused and starved for months before he died in March 2012. He had been seen by medical professionals for broken bones, his school witnessed bruises and injuries, and the police had been called to the house on twenty-six separate occasions, (BBC, 2013). His death showed the need for the Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hubs, (MASH). This is a system designed to improve information sharing between traditionally separate agencies and use this information to identify individuals at risk before it escalates. However, this does not remove individual responsibilities for officers to tend to vulnerable people which could positively impact the chances of an early-intervention and improve the outcomes for vulnerable people.
While the NVAP has strengthened the police response to vulnerability, significant challenges remain. One of the main challenges for police forces is the inconsistent way it has been used across forces in England and Wales. Despite the framework being clear and easy to use, it can be heavily reliant on the leadership in individual forces and organisations. Unfortunately, some forces included in the multi-agency approach have been slower to adapt, and it has been identified that the administration of the framework has been effective but it has not always transferred into satisfying outcomes. HMICFRS (2023) identified that over 30% of people surveyed said they would not report something to the police again and only 24% of people surveyed felt they had been signposted to the Victim’s Code (2005) for support. This inconsistency has led to differences in how vulnerabilities are identified and dealt with despite the aim for collaboration from the College of Policing. The Victims’ Experience: Annual Survey (2022) identified that nearly 50% of people surveyed were very dissatisfied with the response they received from the police. However, it is difficult to isolate any one factor that may have caused this result as it could be related to the officers handling of vulnerabilities but it could also have been affected by outside factors. The Survey also describes how 40% of people felt comfortable talking to the officer but only 26% felt they were given adequate support when giving their statement. This could represent a failure to use the multi-agency approach in its most effective way, but it could also show that police are working to improve their policing practices, but other organisations in the multi-agency approach are not fulfilling their requirements.
Overall, the NVAP has led to a number of changes in the way that police identify and deal with vulnerable members of the public. It has also led to a number of frameworks being created and used, such as THRIVE and MASH, to improve the outcomes of investigations. A recent edition of the NVAP was released in 2025 (NCVPP, 2025) showing that there is still work to be done, specifically in reducing the complicated nature of vulnerabilities in investigations. There have been a number of studies into the effectiveness of NVAP but it will be difficult to identify the direct impact it has had on policing without considering outside factors.
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