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=From trait to state: how Ofsted might consider conceptualising vulnerability for inspection and regulation"
Purpose & Background
The report, commissioned by Ofsted and prepared by the National Children’s Bureau in 2024/25, investigates how "vulnerability" should be conceptualised and applied within the inspection and regulation of education, childcare, and children’s social care. It responds to growing recognition that current definitions and frameworks do not fully capture the complex and changing realities of children’s lives, nor the broader spectrum of vulnerabilities they may face.
Key Research Questions
· How is "vulnerability" currently understood in different sectors (education, childcare, social care)?
· What are the strengths and limitations of these understandings?
· How should Ofsted define and conceptualise vulnerability to better inform inclusive practice and regulation?
Methodology
The study included a rapid review of evidence, and two rounds of extensive focus group engagement with over 400 stakeholders: professionals from all relevant sectors, young people, parents, carers, and Ofsted staff. The process was iterative, refining the working definition of vulnerability based on feedback.
Proposed Definition of Vulnerability
· Vulnerability is not a fixed trait but a changing state—anyone can experience vulnerability.
· It is about a likelihood of experiencing negative outcomes, shaped by factors like systemic structures (poverty, discrimination), local area context, relationships, and personal circumstances.
· Vulnerability is dynamic and context-dependent; multiple vulnerabilities can accumulate.
· Protective factors (supportive relationships, community belonging, etc.) can mitigate vulnerability.
· There is emphasis on shared language to promote understanding across inspectors, professionals, children, and families.
Findings and Recommendations
· Across sectors, there is support for a broader, more nuanced ("bioecological" or "social model") understanding of vulnerability.
· Current practices rely heavily on lists and categories (e.g., pupils on free school meals, SEND), but these miss "hidden" vulnerabilities and can create stigma or overlook dynamic needs.
· Many settings already go beyond lists, using child-centred, relational, and contextual approaches that should be recognised and encouraged in inspection.
· Shift language from labelling ("vulnerable child") to describing experiences ("child experiencing vulnerability").
· Support should continue to those with traditionally recognised vulnerabilities, but recognition must broaden.
· The definition should inform new inspection criteria around inclusion, asking not just if children are identified, but how settings notice changes, respond flexibly, and assess if their support is effective.
· Qualitative, relationship-based, and context-specific evidence should complement or replace burdensome quantitative metrics.
· Measurement and inspection should not increase workload unnecessarily or divert resources from those most in need.
Opportunities and Challenges
· The adoption of this model promises better identification and support for all children, including those previously overlooked.
· There is a risk of increased administrative burden, subjectivity in recognition, and additional pressure on already stretched services if implementation is not carefully managed.
· Ongoing training for inspectors and clear, simple communication are key.
· Collaborative, multi-agency working should be explicitly encouraged.
Conclusion
Stakeholders welcome Ofsted’s move to a more inclusive and dynamic definition and approach to vulnerability, which could help ensure more children receive timely, appropriate support. The research also highlights the need to prioritise the most vulnerable, to base inspection on a robust understanding of local context, and to provide dissemination and examples of promising practice. Limitations of the study include the self-selection of participants and underrepresentation of Black and Global Majority voices. The recommendations provide a framework for Ofsted to update its inspection and regulatory processes, centering inclusion and lived experience.
Key Messages:
· Vulnerability is a transient, multifactorial state—not a fixed trait or identity.
· Definitions and inspections must become more holistic, dynamic, and context-aware.
· Support, recognition, and measurement must adapt accordingly to maximise inclusion and positive outcomes for all children.
· Language, training, and multi-agency collaboration are crucial for effective change.
 


Definition of Vulnerability (Based on the Document):
Vulnerability is the likelihood that a person will experience negative outcomes due to a combination of factors at different levels, including social structures (such as poverty or discrimination), local environmental conditions, relationships, and individual circumstances (such as age, health, or identity). Rather than being a fixed personal trait, vulnerability is a dynamic and changing state that anyone can experience over time and in different contexts. Protective factors—like supportive relationships and inclusive communities—can help reduce vulnerability and improve resilience. Recognising vulnerability means understanding that its effects can accumulate and intersect, and that timely, appropriate support and inclusion are essential to help individuals thrive.
Definition of Vulnerability for a Maintained Nursery School:
At Roots Federation, we understand vulnerability as the increased likelihood that a child may experience negative outcomes due to a complex interplay of factors. Vulnerability is not a fixed aspect of any child, but a dynamic state that can change depending on their circumstances and experiences.
Children may become vulnerable because of broad social factors such as poverty, discrimination, or limited access to services; local conditions like neighbourhood safety and community support; their relationships with family, friends, or adults in the school; or individual circumstances including health, developmental needs, or changes at home.
We recognise that any child can experience vulnerability at different times, and these experiences can overlap and affect a child in unique ways. Protective factors such as nurturing relationships, a sense of belonging, and a supportive, inclusive nursery environment can help reduce vulnerability and build resilience.
Our role is to notice and respond to signs of vulnerability with compassion and curiosity, working in partnership with families and communities to ensure every child feels valued, safe, and supported in their learning and development. This holistic approach ensures that each child's individual needs are recognised and met, fostering positive outcomes and a lifelong love of learning.
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	Vulnerability Factor
	Home Situation
	Known Trauma

	Attendance
	Hotel
	DV

	Family size
	Hostel
	Addiction

	Home security
	Poverty
	Bereavement

	Family separation
	
	Neglect

	Parental mental illness
	
	Carer responsibility

	Asylum seeking/refugee status
	
	SEND need in family

	Emotional dysregulation 
	
	Emotional abuse

	Medical need
	
	Parental incarceration 

	Service children – define this
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