



Policing in England and Wales will routinely engage with “vulnerability”, which the College of Policing (CoP) (2021) defines it as a state where, due to a person’s circumstance or situation, they are unable to effectively take care of or protect themselves or others from harm or exploitation. Policing responsibilities lie within a statutory safeguarding architecture: For adults, section 42 of the Care Act 2014 requires local authorities to make (or has cause to be made) enquiries where an adult has needs for care and support, is at risk of abuse or neglect, and that they cannot protect themselves. Policing becomes a key partner in those enquiries (Care Act 2014, s.42). For Children, section 17 of the Children Act 1989 establishes the general duty to both safeguard and promote the welfare of children in need (Children Act 1989, s. 17), and section 47 creates the duty to investigate where there is reasonable cause to suspect significant harm (Children Act 1989, s. 47). Additionally, the police also exercise specific mental-health powers: under section 136 of the Mental Health Act 1983, a constable may remove a person from a public place to a place of safety for assessment if they appear to be mentally disordered and in immediate need of care or control (Mental Health Act 1983, s. 136)

Against this backdrop, the National Vulnerability Action Plan (NVAP), developed by the National Police Chiefs’ Council (NPCC) with the College of Policing, aims to bring a consistent and holistic approach to vulnerability. The revised 2020/22 plan was approved by the CoP Professional Committee in July 2020 and set common expectations to encompass all vulnerability types. Subsequent iterations, 2023, have maintained and refined those expectations (National Police Chiefs’ Council and College of Policing, 2020).

This essay argues that NVAP has improved national consistency and has also clarified expectations around multi-agency collaboration and early interventions. However, that impact is contingent on local implementation: Information sharing arrangements, leadership, training and supervision, and ultimately resourcing determining outcomes for at-risk individuals.

The NVAP is the very foundation to the NPCC/CoP’s national framework for improving how police recognize, assess and respond to vulnerability across all offence types and contexts. As previously stated, it was unanimously approved in July 2020, with the 2020/22 revision emphasising common, cross-cutting themes (learning, leadership, assessment, partnership and data) to drive consistency throughout the force (ibid, 2020). NVAP works congruently with the College’s vulnerability-related risk guidelines. These guidelines set out principles for recognizing risk indicators and for building organizational, such as clear governance and strong partnerships, that enable effective safeguarding (College of Policing, 2021).

NVAP was necessary because inspection evidence repeatedly highlighted uneven practices in identifying and safeguarding vulnerable people, variable risk assessment and decision making, and fragmented multi-agency cooperation (ibid, 2021). It became so bad due to constabularies having different definitions for what vulnerability meant to them. Meaning a victim could receive a different level of service purely due to their location (HMICFRS, 2015). HMICFRS PEEL inspections and national assessments throughout the last decade report inconsistencies in the quality and timeliness of safeguarding responses. In addition to this, continuing pressures in information sharing and Multi-Agency Risk Assessment Conference (MARAC) demands put a strain on the police’s ability to properly safeguard vulnerable people (HMICFRS, 2019). These findings mirror the CoP’s own evidence reviews that informed its guidelines, which identified issues in how frontline tools were used and the imperative need for a clearer, nationally endorsed practice (College of Policing, 2021).

Within this context, NVAP’s aims are four distinct objectives. The first is to improve safeguarding through leadership, training and supervision. Secondly, to standardise use of vulnerability assessment tools such as THRIVE (for dynamic risk-based grading) and DASH (domestic abuse risk assessment), to promote a common language and thresholds. Third is to strengthen early intervention and prevention by encouraging earlier identification of risk and proportionate problem solving. Finally, to support better outcomes via embedded partnership working, e.g. MARAC, and improved data-led governance (National Police Chiefs’ Council and College of Policing, 2020).

However, the NVAP also recognizes that tools alone are insufficient. Their effectiveness depends on local implementation, workforce competence and partner capacity. There are current debates as to the effectiveness of DASH’s predictive performance. A UK minister highlights that the current tools for domestic abuse safeguarding “doesn’t work”, prompting calls for an overhaul in 2025 (Demony and Tabahriti, 2025). This illustrates why national standards must be coupled with professional judgement, training and robust multi-agency pathways to translate assessment into action.

The NVAP has driven forces toward greater consistency by establishing a cross-cutting framework for vulnerability, moving away from a previously siloed approach. Materials from the Vulnerability Knowledge & Practice Programme (VKPP) (2023) describe NVAP as an evidence-based, national plan designed to reduce duplication of local and national policing action plans, drive long-term change across public protection strands and embed learning, i.e. to get forces working to the same standard and language. Earlier iterations of NVAP also spelled out nationally shared thematic areas (e.g. early intervention and prevention, leadership and supervision, partnership working etc.), giving forces a structured set of headings to organize governance and practice, representing a deliberate step toward national uniformity (National Police Chiefs’ Council, 2018). The CoP’s national frameworks reinforce this by explicitly positioning NVAP as drawing together the vulnerability evidence base and encouraging a holistic, force-wide approach, which is then reflected in local governance boards and force-wide vulnerability plans (College of Policing, 2021).

In addition to this, forces have embedded risk-assessment models more systematically. NVAP and CoP guidance support the use of dynamic grading models like THRIVE (Threat, Harm, Risk, Investigation, Vulnerability & Engagement) to shape the initial response and ongoing decision making in line with the National Decision Model (NDM) (College of Policing, 2021). For DASH (Domestic Abuse), NVAP’s standardizing intent has pushed forces towards a more consistent completion and supervision, even as issues arise about the need for professional judgement alongside checklists (National Police Chiefs’ Council, 2020).

Moreover, there is a clearer training focus on ‘hidden harm’ (e.g. coercive control in domestic abuse and mental health related risk). The College’s guidelines and accompanying evidence reviews (which informed those guidelines) emphasise recognizing less visible indicators, professional curiosity and creating the organizational conditions (supervision, partnerships, pathways) that convert identification into safeguarding action (College of Policing, 2021).

However, NVAP’s impact remains uneven between forces. HMICFRS’s State of Policing 2024-25 (2025) reports that while “preventing and deterring crime…and reducing vulnerability” was one of the better graded areas nationally, many forces struggled in ‘protecting vulnerable people’, with grades declining significantly since the previous cycle. Inspectors attribute this, in part, to demand exceeding available resources, affecting quality and timeliness.

Sustained resource pressures, e.g. workload, specialist capacity and partner agency demand, continue to shape outcomes. HMICFRS highlights lengthy delays and disproportionately high workloads affecting investigations and victim care, with safeguarding performance hampered where the demand outstrips capacity (ibid, 2025). These pressures also manifest as backlogs in safeguarding referrals and delays in putting protective measures in place, which HMICFRS has called out both in national assessment and in force-specific updates and news releases (HMICFRS, 2025).

Finally, inconsistent safeguarding practice persists where tools are applied to manage demand rather than risk, or where supervisory scrutiny of assessments is weak. HMICFRS has highlighted tick-box use of risk forms and absent oversight in some forces. They have also noted that THRIVE functions as risk identification/demand management rather than standalone risk assessment (HMICFRS, 2024).

The bottom line here is that NVAP has helped standardize concepts, tools and expectations, and it has sharpened hidden-harm training. But HMICFRS evidence shows the extent of improvement still hinges on local leadership, supervision, partner capacity and resourcing. Hence the variability seen across forces’ vulnerability grades and safeguarding backlogs.
Another aspect of NVAP is multi-agency collaboration. This is achieved through closer day-to-day working through MASH (Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hubs) and similar systems. Recent evaluations report that well-functioning MASH units enable timely, relevant information sharing, more informed multi-agency decision making, quicker needs assessments and a reduced likelihood of missing or underestimating risk (Méndez-Pineda et al., 2025). National implementation studies likewise find MASHs bring professionals together to receive referrals and share data in a structured environment so risks can be assessed, and next steps agreed (Department of Education, 2023).

There are also clearer guidelines and confidence in information sharing. The 2023 update of Working Together to Safeguard Children strengthens expectations for multi-agency working and includes specific material on information sharing and a whole-family approach, reinforcing the statutory basis for collaboration (Department for Education, 2023). In parallel, the Information Commissioner’s Office (ICO) has developed practical tools, such as a 10-step guide to sharing information to safeguard children and a 2024 campaign urging practitioners to share data wherever necessary to protect children, explicitly dismantling common GDPR “myths” that previously deterred practitioners from sharing (Information Commissioner’s Office, 2023).

On the ground, PEEL force reports from HMICFRS (2024) show that inspectors continue to see examples of effective partnership working. They highlight the fact that public-protection teams work well with others to keep vulnerable people safe, particularly where governance and referral pathways are embedded through MASH/MARAC structures.

However, critical challenges remain. Firstly, agencies operate with differing thresholds and priorities, leading to variable access to early help and inconsistent escalation to statutory services. A 2023 Joint Targeted Area Inspection (JTAI) overview found the delivery and understanding of early help were “the most varied” seen, with mixed practice across local areas (Ofsted, 2023). Secondly, data-sharing barriers permeate, not in law, but in confidence and culture. The ICO continues to rebut misconceptions that GDPR prevents safeguarding disclosures, indicating that reluctance is perpetuated organizationally rather than legally (Information Commissioner’s Office, 2023). Finally, implementation itself, is patchy. Recent JTAI and PEEL material shows uneven multi-agency timeliness and quality, with some areas achieving strong coordination while others face variable supervision of joint decisions and initial delays (Ofsted, 2023).

Emergency evaluations underline that local context is critical. The national MASH study by  Méndez-Pineda et al. (2025) reports highly variable models across England and Wales and says effectiveness depends on leadership, staffing/capacity, co-location and clear information-sharing practice. Inspectorate/JTAI findings echo that front-door quality varies by area, despite 2023 statutory guidance stressing shared roles and early information-sharing (Ofsted, 2023).
Overall, NVAP has supported clearer information sharing expectations, stronger hubs and better joint practice in many places. Yet difference is thresholds, confidence sharing data and partner capacity mean collaboration, and thus outcomes, still varies considerably by locality.

NVAP expects forces and partners to identify risk earlier and use proportionate, multi-agency problem-solving rather than waiting for crisis. In practice, this has often been channeled through “front door” MASH models that co-locate practitioners (police, health, education etc.) to share live information and triage referrals. The latest national evaluation finds two strategic models in England, risk-assessment MASH and needs-assessment/service-planning MASH, and shows that effective hubs deliver timely, relevant information-sharing and more consistent multi-agency decisions, while variation between areas remain significant (Méndez-Pineda et al., 2025).

A clear early-intervention mechanism is Operation Encompass (Police notify a child’s school before the next day if they attended a domestic abuse incident). The government’s process evaluation reports that Encompass increases professionals’ awareness and enables earlier support, including for “very” young children. In an early-years sample across three areas, 62% of notifications had no prior domestic abuse record, i.e. it routinely surfaces hidden harm that standard pathways miss (Department for Education and Police and Crime Commissioners’ Office, 2023).

On mental-health demand, Right Care, Right Person (RCRP) seeks to connect people to the right responder sooner. Reducing inappropriate police attendance and delays while keeping policing available where there’s risk of threat, crime or vulnerability (College of Policing, 2023). National guidance from the CoP sets out implementation principles (governance, thresholds, training, call handling) (College of Policing, 2023). Moreover, the NHS implementation guidance frames RCRP as reducing unwarranted police involvement by creating clear health pathways, while stressing that outcomes depend on local system capacity (NHS England, 2024). Government collations also sign post PCC and force responsibilities for embedding the model (Department of Health and Social Care, 2025).

Outcomes remain mixed but promising where capacities exist. For Encompass, the government evaluation evidences faster, mor targeted support in schools once information promptly arrives (Department for Education and Police and Crime Commissioners’ Office, 2023). For RCRP, early adopters report reduced police wait times/conveyance and clearer handovers to health where NHS pathways are in place (NHS England, 2024). The Chief Executive of Rethink Mental Illness, Mark Winstanley, highlights risk from gaps in procedure, underscoring the need for robust partnership capacity (Hall, 2024).

Inspection evidence confirms the conditional picture. Across the PEEL 2023-25 cycle, forces’ grades for protecting vulnerable people vary, with timeliness and consistency still influence by local demand and partnership capacity (HMICFRS, 2025). Some forces perform well, others requiring improvement despite national frameworks (HMICFRS, 2024).

Ultimately, NVAP’s push for earlier identification and joint, proportionate responses is visible in front-door triage (MASH), school-linked safeguarding (Encompass) and clearer mental-health routing (RCRP). Outcomes improve where multi-agency capacity, governance and supervision are strong. Where they underperform, benefits are partial and uneven.

The NVAP marked a decisive step in creating national coherence around how police identify, assess and respond to vulnerability. By standardizing tools such as THRIVE and DASH, promoting early intervention and embedding multi-agency structures like MASH, it has strengthened both consistency and professional confidence. Evidence from HMICFRS and partner evaluations demonstrates measurable progress in governance, awareness and cross-agency coordination. However, implementation remains uneven. Resource constraints, varying local capacity and cultural reluctance around information-sharing constantly undermine the plan’s full potential. NVAP’s influence endures through its successor, the VKPP National Vulnerability and Public Protection Strategy, which seeks clearer accountability and measurable outcomes. Ultimately, while the NVAP framework has transformed the national conversation on vulnerability policing, sustained improvement depends on leadership, workforce investment and truly integrated partnerships to ensure that consistent national policy translates into equitable protection for all vulnerable individuals.
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