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[bookmark: _Int_lpJDcmb5]With all four police forces in Wales requiring further improvement in protecting vulnerable people (HMICFRS, 2025), it is now imperative that current and past plans are thoroughly analysed. Over the past decade, safeguarding has emerged as a central concern within policing, prompting the introduction of new national strategies, most notably, the National Vulnerability Action Plan. This plan is jointly developed by the College of Policing and the National Police Chiefs’ Council. Considering these developments, this essay critically evaluates the impact of the National Vulnerability Action Plan (NVAP), with specific reference to multi-agency collaboration, early intervention, and outcomes for at-risk individuals. While the National Vulnerability Action Plan seeks to strengthen the delivery of services to those identified as vulnerable (College of Policing, 2024, A), the implementation of its aims has produced uneven outcomes across police forces, reflecting ongoing structural and operational challenges. Updated in 2020, the National Vulnerability plan is one of the most important policing policies in the United Kingdom, holding information regarding protection, intervention, and prevention (National Police Chief’s’ Council, 2020), this document covers all the key aspects of safeguarding at risk individuals. Nevertheless, questions remain regarding the plans practical impact on front line policing and its capacity to achieve sustained improvement in safeguarding outcomes.
When delving into the background of vulnerability in policing, it becomes evident that discussions have increased in government law since the start of the 21st century, due cases such as Fiona Pilkington, where years of harassment took place. The concept of vulnerability remains debated due to its complexity and multi-faced nature (Vulnerability & Policing Futures Research Centre, 2024). While Cambridge Dictionary (2025) emphasises that vulnerability is being susceptible to coercion or manipulation, HMICFRS (2021) maintains the idea that it is a person considered at risk due to an impaired ability to exercise self-protection. Due to the fact there are multiple and sometimes contrasting definitions, creates an inconsistency in identification of these at-risk individuals. The prioritisation of vulnerability and safeguarding within policing has also been shaped by a series of other high-profile cases, including the deaths of Victoria Climbie, Baby Peter, and the findings of the Casey Review. All these incidents proved the need for more constant identification, as implications not only affected the UK policing service, but family and community structures too (Asquith et al, 2017, p.4). In response to these challenges, the National Vulnerability Action Plan was introduced to strengthen policing approaches to vulnerability, aiming to raise awareness into operational practice and evidence-based approaches. 
One factor of vulnerability the National plan takes into consideration is age. Defined by Section 105 of the Children's Act 1989, a child is an individual below the age of eighteen (Legislation.gov.uk, 2025). Children are recognised as vulnerable due to their reliance on adults to meet their fundamental physical and emotional needs (Bagattini, 2019, p.1). This dependency, while developmentally normal, creates a power imbalance that increases children’s susceptibility to harm. To tackle this, the National Vulnerability Action Plan has looked at early intervention and prevention strategies (National Police Cheifs’ Council, 2020). As identified by the Youth Justice Board for England and Wales (2023), an advantage of implementing early intervention is that it helps reduces the likelihood of criminal involvement and influences in children and deters offending behaviour at a young age. But does the plan specifically need to focus on children and young people? With 94% of children in care across England and Wales remaining law-abiding (Vulnerability & Policing Futures Research Centre, 2024), police forces may benefit from focusing their procedures and frameworks on vulnerable adults and repeat offenders. With this, planting strategies such as mentoring and school-based programmes can still be useful in these developmental stages, ensuring that children are given the right support when growing up.
[bookmark: _Int_rSEMTGZr]The National Vulnerability Action Plan focuses on early identification through frameworks such as child centred policing, THRIVE, and DASH. Child centred policing involves avoiding the unnecessary criminalisation of young people by diverting them towards support services (Gwent Police and Crime Commissioner, 2025).  By increasing engagement with children enables professionals to build trust, promote positive development, and equip young people with the knowledge and resilience needed to make safer choices (National Police Chiefs’ Council, no date). For UK police forces themselves, there are also benefits to child centred policing. Clearly stated by Jackson et al (2022), it is crucial for police forces to educate themselves on vulnerable children, especially adverse childhood experiences, as it increases the probability of contact between themselves and the police. When the police educate themselves on topics that the force does not usually cover, opens a wider scope for victim care and improves trust between the police and their surrounding communities. One challenge the police may find with this concept is funding and resources. With large forces such as Lincolnshire Police looking at a reduction in overall police workforce capacity (Lincolnshire Police, 2025), it may be increasingly difficult to focus on such topics in the near future. Despite this, the National Police Chiefs’ Council (2019) has provided data to show that child centred policing has had a positive impact, with the arrests of children dropping by more than 70% during the years 2010 to 2018. 
Other frameworks such as THRIVE (threat, harm, risk, investigation, vulnerability and engagement), and DASH (domestic abuse, stalking, and honour-based violence assessment tool) also play a key role in early identification. Both frameworks enable police officers to use professional judgment based on individual circumstances, ensuring that the assessment of risk and potential harm is a central consideration in decision-making for vulnerable people (Williams, p.10, 2023). However, despite its intended purpose, research indicates that these tools are not always efficient in accurately identifying risk. A recent study by the University of Manchester found that 96.3% of domestic abuse victims who were later judged to be high risk had initially been assessed as standard or medium risk (End the Fear, 2025), clearly demonstrating significant flaws in the DASH risk assessment process.
Due to this, to ensure the early identification of victims using frameworks like such, police forces must exchange information by collaborating with other agencies such as education, health, and safeguarding services. To do this, the National Vulnerability Action Plan has produced theme number 3 (Information, intelligence, data collection and management of information). This specific theme delves into the use of multi-agency information sharing, and how important it is to work with comparable agencies. To validate this argument, Crawford (2024) discusses how the presence of only police officers during mental health crisis can intensify vulnerability, as such encounters are frequently felt to be socially demeaning. Due to this complexity, effective safeguarding of vulnerable people requires the combined expertise of multiple agencies. Multi-agency collaboration allows for a more holistic understanding of children who are vulnerable, facilitating early intervention as risks can be identified before they escalate. In contrast to this, challenges have been identified within multi-agency work (Waring et al, 2023), indicating a lack of clarity regarding roles, responsibilities, and the coordination of shared objectives. Examples include police forces and other services working in isolation, such as the Daniel Pelka case in 2012, where school concerns about neglect were not effectively shared with safeguarding partners. 
The College of Policing has already undertaken this Nation Vulnerability Action Plan strategy by adopting a community peer mentor scheme, aiming to improve early intervention by working with partner agencies such as health services and local authorities (College of Policing, 2024, B). Mentoring young people involves monthly check in sessions from a trusted and qualified adult to ensure the child has the support they need, and to help identify recurring themes in children’s behaviour (Kings trust,2025). With this, mentors usually act as role models and guides, helping vulnerable children tackle difficult challenges, set goals, and make the correct decisions throughout their life. Earnshaw and Harrison (2024) claims that mentorship creates favourable affects both physically and mentally for children, ensuring they are actively engaged. Targeted at children and young people, outcomes show that the scheme guided 227 individuals into an increased sense of self-esteem, and decreased feelings of isolation (College of Policing, 2024, B). Although mentorship is seen to have its benefits, it is important to understand that there are many factors that can increase vulnerability. Having police forces and support services involved with children at an early age may increase those risks. With children who are victims of coercive control, struggle with mental health, or have language barriers, services may find it increasingly difficult to start an effective line of communication (Wood et al, p.490, 2024). To tackle this, the National Vulnerability Action Plan is going to ensure services are of the highest standard by delving into victim feedback (National Police Chiefs’ Council, 2020), as described in action number 2.4.1 of the plan. By using the voice of the victim to shape frameworks and policies, forces can specifically design practical procedures that specifically meet the needs of certain vulnerable individuals.
While the National Vulnerability Action Plan established a clear strategic framework for improving multi agency collaboration and early intervention, the evidence for overall improvement remains uncertain. Although evidence suggests that vulnerability plans have improved police consistency across all strands of vulnerability (College of Policing, 2024, A), there is limited numerical data to indicate that the National Vulnerability Action Plan has produced a significant improvement in outcomes for vulnerable individuals. One force, Wiltshire Police (2025), have noted an increase of police officers completing the domestic abuse incident risk assessment form when on call (97.2% of calls), and a 10% rise in domestic abuse arrests. However, this data does not explicitly regard the NVAP and its implementation, nor does it track long term outcomes. Furthermore, broader research highlights persistent gaps in practical policing practices. The National Appropriate Adult Network (2020) reports that approximately 39% of detained adults in England and Wales suffer with identified mental disorders, but just 8.7% of these people are flagged as needing an appropriate adult. This demonstrates that although this safeguard is legally required, a substantial number of eligible individuals are routinely neglected from its use. Despite the National Vulnerability Action Plan’s emphasis on early identification and safeguarding within policing, operational practices remain inconsistent and incorrect police responses still exist.
In sum, the National Action Vulnerability Plan has been pivotal in reframing vulnerability as a central policing priority, promoting structured assessments and multi-agency collaboration. Yet, its impact remains constrained by a persistent policy to practice gap, where ambition often exceeds operational capacity. While the NVAP has improved focus around the safeguarding of vulnerable individuals, its success in delivering measurable outcomes depends on embedding accountability, increasing resources, and improving evidence-based evaluation across all policing contexts. Police forces across the United Kingdom need to invest in community and child-based policing approaches, as these strategies have the largest and most positive impact on vulnerable victims. By police forces working with communities, individuals will engage with increase their trust in the police, as familiarity is an important characteristic when reporting or being supported due to a crime (Signori et al, 2023).
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