	
	
	



	
	
	







The aim of this essay is to critically evaluate the National Vulnerability Action Plan (NVAP), focusing on how it has influenced police practice and whether it has improved multi-agency collaboration, early intervention and outcomes for at-risk individuals.  
[bookmark: OLE_LINK3]The National Vulnerability Action Plan (NVAP) is a framework designed to recognise and respond to vulnerability, ensuring a consistent and effective approach to safeguarding those at risk across England and Wales. Version one was established in 2018 and later developed into version two, which was released in 2022 (College of Policing, 2022).
The plan aims to provide clear guidance for policing and partner agencies to work collaboratively in identifying, assessing, and supporting individuals who may be at risk or vulnerable. According to the College of Policing (2020, para. 2), a person is considered 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”. Fineman (2008) argues that such definitions wrongly locate vulnerability within personal incapacity, overlooking the structural and institutional forces that produce and manage vulnerability in society. She argues vulnerability as a universal and constant aspect of the human condition, shaped by social arrangements rather than individual weakness. Within more recent years, studies show the same issue regarding the definition, building on Fineman’s ideas, Clough (2021) applies this approach to the UK’s Court of Protection. Clough (2021) explains that legal systems often see vulnerable adults as people who cannot make their own decisions, instead of recognising how social and environmental factors contribute to their situation. Both writers argue that when vulnerability is treated as a personal problem, it can lead to overly protective or controlling policies that ignore wider inequalities. Seeing vulnerability as something shaped by society, rather than by individual weakness, helps create fairer and more supportive systems.
This understanding of vulnerability was also reflected in public services such as policing, where responses often focused on individual incidents rather than the wider social factors that made people vulnerable. Before the NVAP was introduced, many vulnerable people were left without consistent support, and help was often only provided once a situation had already occurred (College of Policing, 2018). Police responses to vulnerable individuals in England and Wales were generally acknowledged to be inconsistent, dispersed, and frequently reactionary prior to the implementation of the National Vulnerability Action Plan (NVAP). There was also no clear structure to how the police should respond to different types of vulnerability. Moreover, before the approach, police forces tended to focus more on specific forms of crime, such as missing person cases or domestic abuse, instead of them recognising the different forms of vulnerability as the main focus (HMICFRS, 2019). In addition, limited information sharing and weak collaboration between the police and other key agencies, such as social services and healthcare, often left vulnerable people unsupported when needed (College of Policing, 2018).
In response to these challenges, the National Vulnerability Action Plan (NVAP) was developed to standardise police practice, strengthen multi-agency working, and promote early intervention for vulnerable individuals. The NVAP is structured around seven key themes designed to promote a consistent and proactive response. These are: leadership and governance, ensuring accountability for vulnerability, identifying vulnerability at the earliest opportunity, effective assessment and decision-making, multi-agency working and information sharing, improving capability and training for officers, using evidence and data to drive improvement and improving outcomes for victims and vulnerable individuals. These themes aim to ensure that responses to vulnerability are proactive and consistent (NPCC, 2018).
One of the NVAP’s central themes emphasises the importance of developing an effective multi-agency response to vulnerability. This theme recognises that the police alone cannot meet the complex needs of vulnerable individuals, and that collaboration with social care, health, housing, and voluntary organisations is essential to provide consistent and holistic support (NPCC, 2018). 
The 2007 deaths of Fiona Pilkington and her daughter Francecca Hardwick illustrate the tragic consequences of inadequate multi-agency coordination. Between 1997 and 2007, Fiona reported 33 incidents of harassment and abuse to local authorities and the police. However, because the agencies failed to identify the pattern of repeat victimisation, they did not provide the necessary protection. Fiona and her daughter ultimately took their own lives (BBC, 2012). A formal investigation by the Independent Police Complaints Commission (IPCC) concluded that poor inter-agency communication and the absence of a coordinated response were major contributing factors. This case exposed serious weaknesses in how the police and partner organisations identified and responded to vulnerability, highlighting the importance of national frameworks such as the NVAP in ensuring better coordination and early intervention (IPCC, 2009).
According to West Berkshire Council (2025), the NVAP’s goal of addressing complex and overlapping vulnerabilities through multi-agency collaboration has led to improvements in several areas, particularly through the use of Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hubs (MASH). These hubs aim to deliver faster and more efficient responses by facilitating information sharing between partner agencies. They also ensure that children and families receive the most appropriate interventions for their needs, improving outcomes by effectively identifying and targeting resources (West Berkshire Council, 2025). Evidence suggests that MASH enhances the efficiency of safeguarding responses across the UK through improved inter-agency communication. For instance, Devon County Council (2019) reported a 22% reduction in response times to child protection concerns and a 15% decrease in duplicate referrals following MASH implementation. Similarly, the Hertfordshire Safeguarding Children Partnership (2021) found that MASH contributed to a 17% increase in early help assessments and a 10% reduction in inappropriate referrals. Overall, these findings indicate that MASH has strengthened safeguarding procedures, particularly in terms of the speed and quality of referral handling. However, further research is required to determine the long-term sustainability and effectiveness of these improvements (West Berkshire Council, 2025). 
According to West Midlands Police (2025), another key form of multi-agency collaboration is the Multi-Agency Risk Assessment Conference (MARAC). A MARAC is a meeting where representatives from different agencies share information to protect victims of domestic abuse and their children. Its main purpose is to enhance safety and wellbeing by coordinating support, assessing the level of risk posed by perpetrators, and developing a joint safety plan. MARACs ensure that no single agency works in isolation, promoting accountability and collaboration to reduce harm and provide effective, timely support for those at risk. Evidence suggests that MARACs have had a positive impact since their introduction. Data presented by Women’s Aid (2025) indicates good outcomes from 39 cases that met the criteria for the MARAC dataset. Following investigation and implementation of the programme, 16 cases resulted in restraining orders, 15 victims reported feeling safe, six reported one further incident (five of which led to breach proceedings), and two cases involved serious further incidents that remain under MARAC arrangements. Additionally, 16 cases were pursued through the UK court system, resulting in seven custodial sentences for perpetrators.
The NVAP aims to create and enhance consistency and stability in how vulnerability is addressed across policing. It has influenced the introduction of structured risk assessment tools such as the THRIVE model (Threat, Harm, Risk, Investigation, Vulnerability, Engagement) and the Vulnerability Assessment Framework. These tools encourage officers to consider vulnerability in every incident they attend, ensuring that decision-making is both structured and victim-focused. The National Police Chiefs’ Council (NPCC, 2022) reports that many police forces have now embedded NVAP principles into everyday practice, supported by strengthened leadership accountability and improved officer training. However, evaluation by the College of Policing (2022) found that police responders have been very reliant on checklists and risk tools to help identify risks.  An analysis of the research evidence used in developing the NVAP revealed that there is little confirmed evidence demonstrating the successful use of the associated tools and checklists. Most individuals experiencing vulnerability require support for multiple, often interrelated reasons, which makes it unlikely that a single assessment method can fully capture their needs. Nevertheless, such procedures can still serve as valuable tools to help practitioners identify underlying causes of vulnerability. Ultimately, effective implementation depends on the user’s knowledge, training, and professional judgment when assessing risk and determining appropriate actions (College of Policing, 2022). 
A second key objective of the National Vulnerability Action Plan (NVAP) is to prioritise early intervention (UK Parliament, 2021). Early intervention is a public policy approach designed to identify and support children and families at an early stage to prevent future issues such as poor physical and mental health, low educational attainment, crime, and antisocial behaviour. This objective aligns with the NVAP’s emphasis on identifying victims at the earliest opportunity and ensuring they receive ongoing safeguarding, rather than intervention only after harm has occurred (NVAP, 2018).
Police forces across the UK have implemented a range of early intervention initiatives under the NVAP framework. For example, police-led school engagement programmes such as the West Midlands Police Project - Precious Lives and Greater Manchester Police’s School Engagement Programme aim to prevent exploitation, violence, and antisocial behaviour among young people (West Midlands Police, 2025; Greater Manchester Police, 2022). Evidence from the Violence reduction unit (2024, 8.) has proved the effectiveness of the intervention of police led school engagement programs, as a young person at a recent youth-led workshop stated that “police going into schools and doing presentations can have a big impact on young people’s lives,”
Another local police force, Avon and Somerset Police, has implemented an early intervention initiative called Think Family Early Intervention (TFEI). The programme aims to support families who do not meet the threshold for social services intervention but still require police assistance. To qualify, families must meet at least two of six criteria, one of which must be police related. These criteria include crime and antisocial behaviour, children in need of help, and domestic abuse, while the non-police-related criteria involve poor school attendance, unemployment, and health problems. 
Police Community Support Officers (PCSOs) play a key role in the TFEI process, working with families for six to twelve months to understand their main challenges, identify appropriate forms of support, and facilitate access to relevant services. Evaluation of the initiative reported a reduction in youth crime and domestic incidents following implementation. However, some weaknesses have been identified. One concern is the limited training provided to police officers prior to involvement in the intervention, which may undermine family trust and the perceived credibility of the police role. Another limitation is the economic uncertainty associated with variable case durations, as the lack of clear data on time allocation has caused challenges in measuring cost-effectiveness (College of Policing, 2021).
[bookmark: OLE_LINK2]When viewed through the lens of vulnerability theory, NVAP still operates largely within an individualised model of vulnerability. It emphasises identifying and managing risk within individuals rather than addressing the broader social and institutional conditions that create vulnerability. Fineman’s (2008) concept of universal vulnerability and Clough’s (2021) application to the legal system both suggest that policy frameworks like NVAP should recognise how austerity, inequality, and structural disadvantage perpetuate vulnerability. Although NVAP promotes better coordination, it does not fundamentally challenge these underlying causes.
To conclude from the data provided throughout this essay the NVAP has introduced much-needed awareness around the varying issues of vulnerability which has helped the police protect those needing it most. Its basic action plan has broken down many previously held barriers between different and relevant agencies trying to work with the UK Police Force. Whilst there are still several issues that need to be smoothed out, NVAP as a whole is a positive work in progress, this is shown in the example of the 39 cases further investigated by woman’s aid showing a 79% positive outcome, which has improved due to early intervention. Due to the police commissioner highlighting errors within local forces goals were set in place to encourage more positive bonds between the most vulnerable and the police.
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