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Protecting vulnerable individuals is a fundamental duty of the police and partner agencies in the United Kingdom (College of policing, 2021). The National Vulnerability Action Plan (NVAP) was established to assist police officers identify, assess, and respond to vulnerability in a uniform manner (National Police Chiefs’ Council (NPCC), 2021). It also aims to strengthen collaboration between police, health and social care services to ensure people at risk receive appropriate support (HMICFRS, 2022). This essay aims to critically assess the influence of the National Vulnerability Action Plan (NVAP) on police practices dedicated to safeguarding vulnerable individuals. It will investigate how the National Vulnerability Action Plan has shaped frontline policing, informed decision- making, and facilitated the identification of vulnerability within communities. The discussion will also examine how far the National Vulnerability Action Plan has improved multi-agency collaboration and outcomes for people at risk. Lastly, the essay will address the ongoing challenges in consistently implementing the plan across various police and sustaining effective partnerships to ensure the long- term protection of vulnerable individuals. 

Do you know the definition the police use to identify a vulnerable person? According to HMICFRS (2023) the definition of a vulnerable person is “A person less able to take care of themselves or protect themselves from exploitation, for example a person with mobility problems, a person with mental health difficulties and children.” On the other hand, wood et al (2024) highlights that understanding who qualifies as ‘vulnerable’ is very important. It is key to recognise that not every individual with physical disability is vulnerable, in fact, some may find it deeply offensive to be labelled as such. This highlights a significant gap in the existence of a clear, evidence- based definition of vulnerability, which complicates efforts to identify and support those who genuinely need assistance. The Oxford Dictionary provides a definition of ‘vulnerability’ as “the quality or state of being exposed to the possibility of being attacked or harmed, either physically or emotionally (Clark and Preto, 2018). 

The College of Policing (2021) defines vulnerability as “A person is vulnerable, as a result of their situation or circumstances, they are unable to take care of or protect themselves or others from harm or exploitation”. The definition explains what vulnerability means and helps everyone see why some people need more care, protection and support. Vulnerability is based on a person’s situation, not their identity. Anyone can be vulnerable during certain times, such as when facing illness, old age, poverty, abuse or a crisis (World Health Organization, 2002). It also indicates an inability to protect oneself, the person may struggle to make safe choices, defend themselves, or seek help which can make them vulnerable (Royal College of Nursing, 2024). It highlights the need for protection and support, underscoring society’s, professionals, and services responsibility to recognise vulnerable individuals and take steps to prevent harm or exploitation (SCIE, 2015). Lastly, the definition clarifies responsibility, helping identify those who need safeguarding and guiding he creation of policies or laws aimed at protecting at risk individuals (GOV.UK, 2015).

The National Vulnerability Action Plan was originally published in 2018 and updated in 2020. The National Vulnerability Action Plan was entrenched by organisations such as the vulnerability knowledge & practice programme, the College of Policing and the National Police Chiefs’ council. Its intention is to provide law enforcement agencies with an extensive national framework and toolkit designed to enhance their responses to issues of vulnerability (Manners, 2020). According to www.oscarkilo.org.uk (n.d), the NVAP impact toolkit focuses on improving workforce wellbeing. It includes guidelines for leaders on how to support their staff better. ‘Officer Norms’ describes how officers typically act and the standards they use to evaluate situations involving vulnerability and risk. These norms can change over time. For example, if staff frequently encounter traumatic events, they might become less sensitive to them, leading to a normalised view of the violence and abuse experienced by children, young people and vulnerable adults. 

According to the research (National Vulnerability Action Plan (NVAP) Action Impact Toolkit 2.6.1 Multi- Agency Hubs, n.d.) we can determine that National Vulnerability Action Plan impact on multi- agency collaboration by leading many police forces to establish vulnerability boards, audit schedules, or collaborative board structures with statutory partners to improve oversight. Police forces also conducted multi- agency reviews, learning groups, or independent scrutiny panels to gain insights from various cases. 

Research from Williams, B. (2023) shows that National Vulnerability Action Plan has changed police procedures such as training by introducing training programs that focus on vulnerability for front line responders, call handlers, and custody staff. This training covers fundamental skills such as recognising vulnerability, identifying risks, maintaining professional curiosity, and conducting trauma- informed interviews. Therefore, addressing vulnerability has become mandatory part of CPD rather than an optional addition.  As noted by college of policing (2023), the National Vulnerability Action Plan has encouraged the use of common frameworks to make better decision making. The police use THRIVE + and later a 6- pillar/ 4-p’s approach so that officers can frequently assess vulnerability instead of doing it inconsistently. This consistency helps officers group people on how high the risk is and decide whether to pursue, protect, prepare or prevent. Hartley, et al (2025) highlights that it’s very important for police officers to recognise vulnerability by identifying features of individuals. Police identify vulnerability by identifying personal factors such as difference, disability, ethnicity, gender, mental health, religion, sexual orientation, age with situational factors such as advanced family circumstances, adverse community circumstances, advance cultural influence, coercive control, grooming, immigrant status, isolation, lack of power, lack of support, language barriers, poverty, presence of abuser, risky behaviour. By connecting these two factors, police are able to recognise vulnerability. 

Evidence based reflection is really important within UK policing practice, especially in relation to the National Vulnerability Action Plan and the guidance provided by the College of Policing. Communication, Clues and curiosity is vital when policing vulnerability (www.safeguardinglewisham.org.uk, n.d.). As noted by College of Policing (2021), being able to communicate well is fundamental for protecting vulnerable people and also working with partner agencies. Effective communications help officers build trust, calm down tense situations, and gather important information that can highlight hidden dangers. Communication also involves sharing information with other services like health, social care, and education. The College of Policing (2021) also highlights that clues refer to signs or warning signals that may indicate someone may be vulnerable. These details may indicate about the persons behaviour, environment, or situation that suggest they might be at risk, even if the victim don’t say directly. Examples of clues police officers may recognise if someone is in risk are frequent phone calls, signs of neglect, fear or confusion, reports from others about someone being controlled or isolated, and also patterns of missing person, self-neglect or mental health struggles. All of these clues help the police to acknowledge if someone is vulnerable. As stated by HM Inspectorate of Probation (2022), professional curiosity in policing is about asking extra questions to find out what’s really happening, especially if something doesn’t feel right. Police Officers use curiosity to look past the surface of an incident and understand the real reasons behind people’s actions or situations. Being curious helps police officers spot hidden risks, protect people earlier and make better safeguarding decisions. 

As stated by college of policing (2023), the National Vulnerability Action Plan has greatly enhanced structures, collaborative practices, and early intervention goals among police and their partners. Nevertheless, the impact on measurable results for at risk individuals varies across various forces. While many forces have accepted National Vulnerability Action Plan’s frameworks, toolkits and measurement methods which has led to improved multi-agency collaboration and early identification, however, there are still inconsistencies in implementation, challenges with data sharing and capacity and a lack of comprehensive national evaluations of outcomes. The National Vulnerability Action Plan has changed a lot of things within police forces. Firstly, it has changed common national framework and language. NVAP provided all police forces with the same guidelines and goals related to vulnerability, making it easier for different forces and agencies to communicate and work together (National Police Chiefs Council, 2018). Secondly, the national vulnerability action plan has increased organisational focus on vulnerability by having national guidelines from the College of Policing and National Police Chiefs Council have encouraged police forces to think more about vulnerability boards, roles and produce local action plans focused on vulnerability (College of Policing, 2024).  The National Vulnerability Action Plan has also given police forces access to NVAP action impact toolkits, which include resources on multi- agency hubs and mental health. These toolkits help set up multi agency hubs and measure their short- and medium-term effects, leading to more standardised local practices (Asquith, Bartkowiak- Theron and Roberts, 2017). 

Significant progress has been made in early identification of vulnerability, notably through improvements driven by the NVAP in how forces and partners recognise and address concerns. The reason for this is, most police forces now use structured tools for screening vulnerability and risk indicators within their call-handling and response systems (O’Mahony et al, 2011). The National Vulnerability Action Plan has upgraded awareness and training. Most majority of police forces in the United Kingdom has had good training for recognising early signs of vulnerability in specific areas like mental health, domestic abuse and child exploitation (College of Policing, 2021). By looking at different Police Commissioner plan, every police force prioritises vulnerable people. According to Simon Foster (2025) defend vulnerable people and those at serious risk will continue to be every Police and Crime Commissioners biggest priority. The PCC also manage to fund various services that are here to help vulnerable individuals like victim support, Independent domestic violence advisors and programs for people suffering from mental health. This means vulnerable people receive personalised assistance to help with recovery and hopefully will decrease the chances of it happening again (Home Office, n.d.).  

Vulnerability became a massive concept in Fiona Pilkington’s case. Fiona Pilkington and her disabled daughter, Francecca Hardwick, sadly died in 2007 in Leicestershire. They had suffered years from ongoing harassment and anti-social behaviour by local youths. Fiona had phoned and complained to the police 33 times (BBC News, 2011). The police treated each of Fiona’s calls as separate minor incidents instead of a pattern of targeted harassment against a vulnerable family. This case showed that police systems did not have ways to identify, assess, and respond to vulnerability, which is a major issue that NVAP now seeks to address (Walker, P. 2009). 

In conclusion, police procedures for protecting vulnerable individuals have been significantly, but unevenly, impacted by the national vulnerability action plan. By enhancing officer’s awareness, training and use of structured assessments techniques like THRIVE to detect danger sooner, it has effectively integrated vulnerability as a fundamental policing priority. Through systems like multi agency safeguarding hubs and shared referral channels which were mostly lacking in previous high-profile failures like the Fiona Pilkington case, the plan has also fuelled the expansion of multi-agency collaboration. The degree of improvement in practice and result is still uneven across forces, despite the fact NVAP has improved policy and procedure, according to assessments conducted by HMICFRS and the Vulnerability Knowledge and Practice Programme.
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