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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?
 The National Vulnerability Action Plan (NVAP) was introduced by the National Police Chiefs’ Council (2018) to strengthen the police response to individuals considered vulnerable. It provides a structured framework that guides police forces in recognising and managing vulnerability, aiming to ensure a consistent approach across all regions. The plan highlights key priorities such as prevention, early intervention, information sharing, and partnership working with other agencies (National Police Chiefs’ Council, 2018). This essay will critically examine how the NVAP has influenced police practice in safeguarding vulnerable people, with particular focus on its effectiveness in promoting multi-agency collaboration, early intervention, and improved outcomes for those most at risk. The NVAP was introduced to make safeguarding and vulnerability a key focus in policing across the country. It came about after concerns were raised by HMICFRS (2015) that police forces were not always identifying or responding to vulnerable people in the same way. The plan also aligns with the College of Policing’s guidance on recognising and responding to vulnerability-related risks (College of Policing, 2021), which promotes an approach that focuses on the individual and encourages early intervention to prevent harm. The NVAP has influenced police practices by providing a structured framework for identifying and responding to vulnerability, which has helped forces adopt a more consistent and proactive approach. Prior to the NVAP, forces often relied on individual officers’ discretion, resulting in variation in how vulnerable people were assessed and safeguarded (HMICFRS, 2015). The plan encourages officers to embed safeguarding considerations into all aspects of policing, from initial contact through investigation and follow-up.
Implementation of the NVAP has prompted forces to develop specific tools and processes for recording and monitoring vulnerability, which supports more informed decision-making. For example, the NVAP promotes the use of risk assessments, vulnerability matrices, and referral pathways, allowing officers to prioritise resources and intervene earlier in situations where individuals are at risk of harm (National Police Chiefs’ Council, 2018). The development of the NVAP was intended to help forces take a more structured and consistent approach when responding to vulnerability. The College of Policing guidelines (2021) outline the core skills and knowledge required for officers to identify vulnerability, assess risk, and work effectively alongside partner agencies. This guidance supports a more person-centred approach, encouraging officers to consider individual circumstances rather than relying on reactive or standardised responses. Building on this, the NVAP supports forces in embedding vulnerability awareness across everyday policing practice and promotes joint working with safeguarding partners. The plan also reinforces the importance of ongoing training and professional development, helping to ensure that frontline officers are better equipped to recognise and respond appropriately to complex and evolving forms of vulnerability (College of Policing, 2024). Effective safeguarding of vulnerable people relies heavily on strong multi‑agency collaboration. Research shows that working “together” continues to be challenging because roles are often unclear, information isn’t always shared effectively, and coordination between agencies can be inconsistent (Crawford, 2024). The NVAP makes partnership working a central goal, encouraging the police to move beyond working alone and build stronger connections with health services, social care, education, and voluntary organisations. However, studies suggest that the police sometimes must fill gaps left by other agencies and are not always in the best position to act on their own (Crawford, 2024). Early intervention projects have shown good results when police use data to identify children experiencing adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) and work alongside partner agencies to provide support (Chandan et al., 2020). Evidence indicates that when agencies share clear procedures, train together regularly, and have agreed ways of working, outcomes improve but without consistent frameworks, the NVAP’s aim of full multi-agency collaboration may remain difficult to achieve.
The NVAP’s focus on collaboration is backed up by research: a meta‑analysis of serious case reviews found that many missed opportunities were due to weak collaboration rather than lack of effort (VKPP, 2020). Likewise, evaluations of early intervention programmes show that outcomes are better when multiple agencies are involved from the start (College of Policing, 2022). While national frameworks like the NVAP provide a clear structure for safeguarding, putting policy into practice has historically been inconsistent. HMICFRS (2015) found that officers do not always record or act on vulnerability consistently in case files, which can affect victims’ ability to give evidence and access support. The report also noted that training and guidance from the College of Policing, alongside the National File Standard, helped officers understand and respond to vulnerability more effectively. Despite these improvements, turning policy into consistent outcomes depends on how well training, governance, and resources are applied locally.
Recent inspection evidence highlights that these challenges persist. HMICFRS (2025) reported that at Gwent Police, staff in safeguarding roles often lack structured training, and processes for identifying and sharing risks with partner agencies can vary between hubs. As a result, some vulnerable children and adults are not referred to social care promptly, and multi-agency coordination is inconsistent. Even though MARAC arrangements are in place, quality assurance and follow-up are limited. This shows that while the NVAP guides strategic planning and encourages multi-agency collaboration, effective protection of vulnerable people still depends on local workforce skills, clear procedures, and strong communication between agencies.
Early intervention is a central component of the NVAP, aiming to support vulnerable individuals before risks escalate, and where possible, to prevent them from becoming victims in the first place (Williams, 2023, p. 29). Williams (2023) highlights that effective early intervention depends on officers recognising signs of vulnerability, making informed decisions tailored to each individual case, and engaging partner agencies promptly to provide appropriate support. Strong supervision and leadership within policing are also crucial to ensure these decisions are consistently applied. The NVAP identifies multiple areas for improvement, including responses to mental health, emphasising that mental health considerations should be integrated into every assessment and that officers must provide suitable guidance and signposting for vulnerable individuals (Williams, 2023, p. 29). The factors that make a person vulnerable and at risk are often complex and connected, increasing the chance they might experience harm. Research has found links between certain factors and higher risk, but these correlations do not prove that one factor directly causes harm, and more detailed research would be needed to confirm any cause-and-effect relationships (Wood et al., 2024, p. 489). For frontline officers, spotting vulnerability during an initial encounter can be very challenging. While it would be useful to have a standard test or checklist to identify someone’s risk, the wide range of factors and the difficulty of spotting them straight away makes this unrealistic. Instead, officers need a good understanding of what vulnerability looks like, the ability to recognise signs, and strong communication skills to gather accurate information (Wood et al., 2024, p. 490).
Building on the challenges of identifying vulnerability at first contact, effective protection of at-risk individuals relies not only on officer judgment but also on coordinated action with other agencies. Multi-agency approaches are crucial for both preventing and addressing harm to vulnerable adults and children. Police officers need to communicate effectively with external agencies and be aware of any safeguarding strategies that are in place. While provision can differ across the country, good practice often involves a local strategic partnership that brings together representatives from local authorities, public and private sectors, as well as community and voluntary organisations. This collaborative approach allows for more comprehensive support plans, ensuring vulnerable individuals receive timely and tailored interventions (Wood et al., 2024, p. 425). Research by Sidebotham et al. (2022) also highlights that integrated working improves early identification of risk, reduces duplication, and enhances protective measures for children and adults at risk. However, both highlight that working together is not always straightforward. Agencies may have different priorities, information is not always shared well, and stretched resources can limit how effective the support is. These findings indicate that while NVAP provides a framework for partnership working, achieving consistent multi-agency engagement in practice remains a work in progress.
While frameworks such as the NVAP and local multi-agency partnerships aim to strengthen protection for vulnerable people, evidence shows that outcomes are still inconsistent. The Annual Victims’ Survey 2023 conducted by the Victims’ Commissioner for England and Wales found that almost half of respondents felt they did not receive adequate support from the police, with communication and timeliness being the most common concerns (Victims’ Commissioner for England and Wales, 2023). This suggests that even though officers may understand how to respond to vulnerability, the pressures of day-to-day work, limited resources and gaps in follow-up mean that safeguarding is not always done as well as it should be. This aligns with Williams (2023), who notes that the police’s ability to deliver early intervention depends heavily on supervision, leadership, and sustained partnership engagement rather than reactive responses. Strengthening victim engagement, embedding trauma-informed practice, and ensuring that follow-up support is consistent across regions are crucial if the NVAP’s intentions are to translate into tangible improvements for victims and vulnerable individuals.
Operation Encompass provides a clear example of how early intervention and multi‑agency working can be effective in safeguarding children. Since May 2024, the scheme has become statutory, requiring all police forces in England and Wales to notify schools when a child has been exposed to domestic abuse. This ensures that teachers are aware of the child’s situation before the start of the next school day and can provide timely support and monitoring (Operation Encompass, 2024). The initiative reflects the key principles of the NVAP by embedding partnership working between the police, schools, and social care, and demonstrates how a structured, national approach can improve outcomes for vulnerable children. Evaluations show that children benefit from increased emotional support, improved safety, and earlier identification of risk, highlighting how effective collaboration and clear information-sharing can translate policy intentions into meaningful, practical safeguarding interventions (Home Office, 2022). While initiatives like Operation Encompass show how multi-agency working can improve early intervention, safeguarding failures demonstrate that frameworks such as the NVAP are not always effectively implemented. The tragic case of Arthur Labinjo-Hughes highlights this gap: multiple warning signs were missed by police, social care, and health services, despite existing safeguarding frameworks (Department for Education, 2022). Investigations identified failures in communication, oversight, and timely intervention, showing that policy alone does not guarantee protection. This case underscores the need for operationalising NVAP principles through strong leadership, consistent supervision, and effective coordination across agencies. Embedding clear procedures, improving information-sharing, and maintaining accountability are essential to ensure that vulnerable individuals are recognised and supported promptly. Lessons from such cases reinforce the importance of continual training, professional development, and the active application of national frameworks to prevent harm.
The NVAP has clearly provided a structured framework that has improved policing practice by promoting multi-agency collaboration and early intervention. Evidence shows that initiatives like Operation Encompass, when applied consistently, can lead to earlier identification of risk and better outcomes for children and adults (Operation Encompass, 2024; Williams, 2023). However, both research and case reviews indicate that translating policy into practice remains inconsistent. Differences in organisational priorities, resource limitations, and operational pressures can undermine effective collaboration, meaning that some vulnerable individuals still do not receive adequate protection (Sidebotham et al., 2022; Victims’ Commissioner for England and Wales, 2023). Effective safeguarding relies not only on the frameworks themselves but also on leadership, supervision, and ongoing evaluation. The evidence suggests that while NVAP has strengthened awareness and provided guidance, outcomes depend on embedding good practice locally, ensuring officers have the skills, support, and authority to act, and that partner agencies are aligned. Critically, learning from past safeguarding failures is essential; without reflection and improvement, the positive intentions of NVAP risk being limited to policy rather than actual practice.
In conclusion, the National Vulnerability Action Plan has significantly influenced policing by embedding awareness of vulnerability, promoting early intervention, and encouraging multi-agency collaboration. Initiatives such as Operation Encompass illustrate how structured frameworks can improve outcomes for vulnerable children, by enabling earlier identification of risk, fostering clear communication between agencies, and ensuring timely support (Operation Encompass, 2024; Williams, 2023). However, evidence from case studies and inspection reports demonstrates that translating policy into consistent practice remains a challenge. Differences in organisational priorities, resource constraints, operational pressures, and variable supervision continue to limit the effectiveness of safeguarding interventions (Sidebotham et al., 2022; Victims’ Commissioner for England and Wales, 2023).
The tragic case of Arthur Labinjo-Hughes highlights the consequences when safeguarding frameworks are not operationalised effectively, reinforcing the need for strong leadership, professional curiosity, clear multi-agency communication, and ongoing supervision (Department for Education, 2022; Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel, 2022). The NVAP provides a clear national framework, but its success depends on local implementation, including continuous professional development for officers, consistent application of policies, and effective partnership working with other agencies (NPCC, 2021; College of Policing, 2024). Ultimately, the NVAP offers a roadmap for improving policing responses to vulnerability, but its potential can only be fully realised when policy is matched by practice. 
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