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Critically Evaluate The Impact Of the National Vulnerability Action Plan (NVAP) On Police Practices In Safeguarding Vulnerable People
The United Kingdom has experienced more change in policing vulnerability over the last ten years. The key part of this development is the National Vulnerability Action Plan (NVAP) made by the National Police Chiefs Council (NPCC) and the College of Policing. NVAP was created to enhance the police response to vulnerable individuals and encourage prompt action, collaboration among multiple agencies, and the integration of uniform safety behavioural patterns across the police (NPCC & College of Policing, 2022, 2023). This essay critically analyses the effects of the NVAP on policing in its ability to protect vulnerable people. It evaluates the level of increased multi-agency collaboration, improved early intervention, and better outcomes for persons at risk because of NVAP. Based on evidence provided by the College of Policing in the UK, the Vulnerability Knowledge and Practice Programme (VKPP), and third-sector organisations, including Women’s Aid, the analysis highlights both the successes and challenges of implementing the NVAP.
Legislative and Policy Context
NVAP is a policy and legislation broader than the protection of weak individuals in the United Kingdom. Laws like the Children Act 1989, Mental Health Act 1983, Domestic Abuse Act 2021, and the Care Act 2014 impose responsibilities on the police and other partner agencies to protect different individuals against harm. According to the College of Policing (2021), the acknowledgement of vulnerability is not only a criminal justice issue but a collective responsibility of protecting the people, and one that various sectors should carry out. As Enang et al. (2019) note, the term vulnerability in the context of law enforcement is drawing more and more overlays in health and social care systems, requiring more coordinated and trauma-sensitive solutions.
Nonetheless, even with clear legislation, there have remained discrepancies in the knowledge and implementation of vulnerability by the police (Crawford, 2020). Several police departments had no central systems to detect and deal with vulnerable persons before NVAP (Barton et al., 2019). The advent of NVAP was to normalise such responses at a national level so that the police service no longer responded through prevention and partnership assault.
Overview of the National Vulnerability Action Plan (NVAP)
NVAP (2018,2021) was the initial version, which was introduced to help forces provide effective reactions to the vulnerability and security threats problems (NPCC & College of Policing, 2022). NVAP (2020,2022), its successor, narrowed down the scope of focus on early intervention, data-sharing, and cross-agency problem-solving (NPCC & College of Policing, 2023). The plan will be in agreement with the evidence-based policing model as put forward by the College of Policing, which encourages research-based practice and continuous progress in protective strategies.
The NVAP focuses on risk identification, enhancing frontline awareness, and integrating vulnerability concerns into all processes of police decisions. It demands the development of local vulnerability action plans at the force level, based on the needs of the community and multi-agencies (College of Policing, 2021). This is a departure, according to Critchfield et al. (2021), toward a more holistic concept of vulnerability, through the prism of cumulative disadvantage instead of a risk that arose one day.
These principles, too, have not been changed into operative reality to the same extent. In their meta-analysis of 126 serious case reviews, Allnock and Rawden (2020) add to the idea that policy structures, including NVAP, can be an effective framework, but practical application usually requires local leadership, resources, and inter-agency confidence.
Impact on Police Practice
The NVAP has left some remarkable impacts on the practice of police. To start with, it has facilitated a cultural transformation within law enforcement; it has developed police officers to regard protection as a core business and not an incidental duty. According to the College of Policing (2021), guidelines on vulnerability, professional curiosity, and early identification of indicators of injury are emphasised. Barton et al. (2019) discovered that those officers who were trained according to the Early Action Together programme associated with NVAP principles had better empathy and enhanced referral practices when responding to vulnerable individuals.
Second, NVAP has enhanced the connectivity of the tools of vulnerability assessment. The guidelines of the College of Policing (2021) are now integrated into risk-assessment forms and training packages of forces. This has helped officers to determine better warning signs of mental health problems, domestic violence, and child abuse (Critchfield et al., 2021). As mentioned by Brown et al. (2024), special vulnerability officers have served to balance the effort between care and enforcement when policing sex workers and minimising harm through the application of sustained engagement instead of punishment.
Thirdly, NVAP has developed the evidence base on policing vulnerability. Elements of the collaboration between the College of Policing and VKPP have yielded information-based understanding that shapes the practice at the national level (Crawford, 2020). Indicatively, Bates et al. (2021.) discovered that police training of domestic homicide reviews in the COVID-19 crisis had a direct impact on security measures, upgrading the speed of responsiveness.
However, challenges remain. The University of Leeds (2025) report adds that although officers have increasingly come to appreciate vulnerability as their policing agenda, they experience the demands of performance targets and resource limitations that may corrupt long-term protective work. On the same note, Women Aid (2024) notes irregularities in police action on domestic abuse, whereby survivors continue to experience inconsistent practice, based on the geographical location of the force, and officers' education.
5. Multi-Agency Collaboration
One significant aspiration of NVAP has been to make multi-agency cooperation the core of the response to vulnerability. Understanding indicates that adequate protection demands collaboration among police, health, including social services, and third-sector organisations (Wood et al., 2025,P 452-454). Collaboration has been defined by the Police Foundation (2016) as a necessary approach towards addressing complex social issues, reflecting that historically siloed working resulted in incomplete and reactive responses to the problem of complex topics.
It has been indicated that NVAP has enhanced the inter-agency structures in parts. Barton et al. (2019) outline the approach of the Early Action Together programme in Wales, based on the principles of NVAP. It introduced integrated partnership boards, which were based on political, police, social care, and public health (Gloucestershire Police, 2021). This model helped in distributing common data and a collective decision-making process, which minimised duplication and enhanced the results for vulnerable persons. Allnock and Rawden (2020) also emphasise the fact that cross-agency learning based on serious case reviews has improved the knowledge of police roles in protecting contexts.
The third sector has played another key role. According to Angharad (2021) of Women’s Aid, police being able to work in conjunction with domestic-abuse charities under NVAP has resulted in better victim referral pathways. However, Women Aid (2024) claims that gaps in funding, the absence of a shared information system, and inconsistent buy-in among partnering agencies remain, which creates gaps in their work. The results of the studies point to the fact that, despite NVAP planning offering a strategic understanding of multi-agency working, the practical delivery is determined by local leadership, governance, and resource investment.
Importantly, Enang et al. (2019) caution that the interaction may be deterred by the variations in professional culture and the procedures of information sharing. The police and health practitioners might also differ in their perceptions of vulnerability, thus prioritising differently. According to the University of Leeds (2025), the development of mutual trust and a common language is still a challenge that has not been resolved to achieve efficient work of multi-agencies (College of Policing, 2021). Therefore, the requirements of NVAP in influencing collaboration have been gradual and not transformative.
6. Early Intervention
The focus on early intervention is one of the most progressive aspects of NVAP. Early intervention aims at correcting the causes of vulnerability before damage goes deeper or an incident takes place. Mythen and Weston (2022) state that by positioning vulnerability as something preventable, one can implement the community health strategies rather than focusing on solving the crisis, making policing more focused on prevention.
The Early Action Together program in Wales can illustrate this. Barton et al. (2019) assessed the programme, and it was shown that adverse childhood experience (ACE) awareness and trauma-informed policing led to lower rates of repeat call-outs and better involvement of victims (Gloucestershire Police, 2021). The officers who went through this framework reported having more confidence when it came to signposting people to access support services, and this aims to show that the culture of prevention was introduced to policing through NVAP.
Moreover, according to the VKPP domestic homicide study (Bates et al., 2021), promptly identifying risk factors, including an increasing manifestation of coercive control, was critical in saving lives during the COVID-19 lockdown. This helps NVAP to focus on early detection and early protection.
However, Allnock and Rawden (2020) warn that weaknesses in early intervention efforts might be compromised by a lack of data-sharing, lack of frontline capacity, and accountability. Critchfield et al. (2021) also note that to have evidence-based early intervention, it should have strong evaluation frameworks, which are not consistent across forces in the UK. Thus, although NVAP has helped in driving the rhetoric of prevention, its practical effectiveness is closely tied to the level of implementation and the coordination between agencies.
Outcomes and Ongoing Challenges
The NVAP has helped to attain tangible advancement in the uniformity of police protection reactions; nevertheless, there are crucial challenging points (National Centre for Violence Against Women and Girls and Public Protection, 2025). Among the positive results are the enhanced understanding of the vulnerability signs, increased interaction with victims, and learning from serious events (College of Policing, 2021; Bates et al., 2021). As an example, Brown et al. (2024) emphasise the role of vulnerability-specialist positions in creating closer, caring policing, especially to disadvantaged communities like sex workers.
However, the results are still not uniform in different regions. According to Women’s Aid (2024), there are still imbalances in the way cases of domestic abuse are handled since victims are often not advised to seek justice because of the lack of support. Similar is the observation made by the University of Leeds (2025), indicating the use of vulnerability work as being peripheral to real policing by some of the officers, which compromises consistency in practice.
Workforce wellbeing and capacity are critical issues. NVAP in place has created new requirements for the already burdened officers and may cause burnout. Both the Police Foundation (2016) and Enang et al. (2019) emphasise that very efficient safeguarding should be supported not only at the policy level but also with sufficient resources and personnel support.
The other issue, which is persisting, is evaluation and accountability. Allnock and Rawden (2020) note that even better data collection has not facilitated the measurement of the direct effect of NVAP on the outcomes of the vulnerable individuals. Multi-agency safeguarding hubs (MASHs) have enhanced information channels, yet the effectiveness differs. Critchfield et al. (2021) consider that the following versions of NVAP should incorporate more explicit measures of a long-term change, rather than adherence to the procedure.
Lastly, vulnerability has always been influenced structurally by poverty, gender-based violence, and systemic bias, which cannot be resolved just through policing (Halford, 2024). Although it might be unintentional, the risk-based discourse of vulnerability has the potential to detract attention from bigger causes of harm to individuals (Mythen & Weston, 2022). The emphasis of NVAP on early intervention should therefore be supplemented with a broader range of social policy integration.
Conclusion
To conclude, the National Vulnerability Action Plan (NVAP) has made a considerable impact on UK policing because it introduces the idea of safeguarding and early intervention into the practice. It has promoted a more comprehensive concept of vulnerability, inter-agency collaboration, and promoted the use of evidence-based prevention strategies. The role of NVAP principles has been especially evident in projects like the Early Action Together and the work of vulnerability-specialist officers. Nevertheless, the effect of the NVAP is limited due to systemic issues, such as a lack of resources, unequal application in the roles of the respective forces, and the engagement rate of partners. Although the concepts of collaboration and early intervention have become better at both theory and at least part practice, it has made inroads that are still, at best, spotty. The further evolution of the policy must be aimed at the standardisation of evaluation measures, the reinforcement of the mechanisms of data exchange with each other, as well as the maintenance of officer well-being. NVAP is a valued move in the direction of a more protective and preventative policing culture in the UK; after all, its fulfilment can only be achieved by further investment, cooperation, and dialogue about the deeper social states that generate vulnerability.
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