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Critically discuss the limits and benefits of the multi-agency approach in Wales for safeguarding children and young people.

This essay will critically discuss the limits and benefits of multi-agency approaches in Wales regarding safeguarding children and young people (CYP).  Theory, legislation, policy and practice will be linked to discussion concerning the promotion of safeguarding in schools.  This essay will conclude by reviewing the multi-agency approach and enquiring why failures still occur as well as giving a view on the importance of safeguarding and child protection.

Safeguarding is defined as “protecting children from harm, abuse and neglect” (Welsh Government, 2020, p. 1), child protection is defined by Welsh Government  (2020), as the processes used to ensure effective safeguarding for all individuals to enable them to maximise their life chances.  This can be linked to Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943) which identifies that individuals cannot achieve self-actualisation unless their needs for safety, security and childhood nurturing have first been effectively met.  Welsh educational settings have a statutory duty to protect and promote the well-being of those attending.  There are processes that must be followed as it is statutory law, processes that should be followed as it is statutory guidance and good practice which is advisory to be followed (DfE, 2023).  Educational settings are uniquely positioned to act in early identification of safeguarding concerns and form a vital part of the wider network of child protection processes (Welsh Government, 2020).  This links to Brofenbrenner Ecological Systems Theory (1977), where a child’s needs and the provision and decisions regarding them are at the centre of all systems and agencies surrounding the child. 

Welsh Government’s statutory Safeguarding Procedures (2019) and Keeping Learners Safe (2020) must be followed by all involved in education. These state Local Authorities (LA’s) must have a single point of contact (SPC) for people who work with children, which must be known to each child workforce member and LA’s must develop a corporate safeguarding policy. Welsh LAs must also be members of their regional Safeguarding Children Board (SCB).  SCBs work with child safeguarding and child protection multi-agencies and develop regional safeguarding polices (Cysur, 2024), furthermore, LAs’ Directors’ of Education must attend their regional SCB meetings.  The procedures also state Welsh educational settings must: follow all statutory safeguarding and well-being legislation, national and local policies, guidance and procedures; reduce risks; take the ‘right’ actions at the ‘right’ time to keep children safe; have their own setting’s policies and procedures regarding safeguarding and well-being; and have knowledge of safeguarding and well-being needs specific to their local area.  Additionally, Welsh educational settings must have their own designated safeguarding person (DSP) and everyone working in educational settings must  know who their DSP and LA SPC are, as well as the correct procedures to contact them. Child workforce members must also know that safeguarding is everyone’s responsibility and every person, regardless of their position, must report ‘any and all’ safeguarding concerns.  DSPs must: embed all relevant legislation into their setting’s safeguarding policies/procedures; undertake annual reviews of these policies/procedures; reinforce safeguarding is every-ones’ responsibility; ensure staff awareness/training is refreshed every two years; employ good practice such as promoting a positive ethos regarding taking action, whistleblowing, ongoing improvement and multi-agency working; ensure use of good practice strategies such as Rights Respecting Schools (UNICEF, 2024); and ensure the use of the curriculum to develop students’ awareness, understanding and resilience regarding well-being and safeguarding by ensuring the embedding of this across the curriculum (hwb.gov.wales, 2024).  Additionally, Estyn (2021) and Care Inspectorate Wales (2021) have guidance policies to follow, when inspecting safeguarding procedures in educational settings. Whilst Lindon and Webb (2016) say it is vital to successful child-protection that practitioners receive effective safeguarding training in relation to recognising concerns and the referral processes and to keep up to date with both the guidance and practice plus the contemporary legislation and policy.

A key safeguarding issue is e-safety and the multiple ways CYP are exposed to risks online. The UK government classify these into five hazard categories of: 1) Online abuse: via cyberbullying; abuse; trolling; harassment. 2) Inappropriate content: via pornography; sexual content; nudity; violence. 3) Promotion of risky and dangerous behaviours: via encouragement of unhealthy body-image; eating disorders; self-harm; suicide. 4) Promotion of illegal behaviours: via encouragement to take part in illegal activity.  5) Disinformation: via the exposure to misinformation and brainwashing (Gov.UK, 2024). These expose children to the risks of subsequent harm to their mental and physical health and long-term life chances, whilst online gaming and social media platforms can also lead to developing addiction behavioural traits (Megele, 2018). Statistics state 67% of children report having experienced online harms (Internet.Matters, 2024), rising to over 80% of children aged 12-15 (Gov.UK, 2024). These statistics feed into the NHS figures which show 1:6 children aged 5-16 have been identified as having a probable mental health condition equating to 5 children in every UK school class (NHS, 2021).  Child internet safety is an important Welsh Government concern, illustrated by Wales becoming the first UK Government to join the child protection organisation Internet Watch Foundation (Welsh.Gov, 2021).  Current developments in internet safety revolve around building user knowledge and resilience through processes such as the digital competence framework and developing skills regarding e-safety hazards via digital literacy education (Welsh.Gov, 2018). Good practice examples include: Hwb’s keeping safe online section (Hwb, 2024); Child Exploitation and Online Protection Command (thinkuknow, 2024); and NSPCC’s online safety web tool (2024). The recent Online Safety Act 2023 (Gov.UK, 2024) provides stronger e-safety legislation however police organisations state greater investment is required for them to effectively police the internet (Police-Foundation.org.uk, 2024).  This raises the question should the UK also improve their investment in policing tighter internet restrictions alongside raising user awareness, knowledge and resilience?

The UK has an evolving safeguarding legislative history (refer to appendix one) particularly following inquiries into failures of the child welfare system. The strengths of this are that historically held inquiries gave recommendations which led to new legislation which has established improved: multi-agency safeguarding data sharing; safeguarding/child protection/welfare frameworks and guidance; knowledge/resilience/support for learners; safeguarding boards and national databases; embedment of international law and children’s rights; and ended physical punishment in Wales (Walsh, 2020), (Walker, 2018).  Disadvantages of this are: new legislation, policy and guidance can require review, repeal and rewrites and frontline services may lack the resources to effectively put them into practice (Walsh, 2020). Current and future safeguarding practice can be linked to the 2023 Online Safety Act plus recent, be proactive, guidance regarding ’Ask & Act’ and ‘WINE acronym’ questioning techniques (I wonder, imagine, notice, empathise with) for practitioners to use with suspected VAWDASV abuses (Violence Against Women/men/children/elderly/disabled,  Domestic Abuse, Sexual Violence), (Gov.UK, 2015), (Gov.Wales, 2023), (Team Teach, 2024).

Multi-agency working (MAW) is the collaborative working of different services, who have shared interests, to achieve a common goal (Walker, 2018). Following case reviews, every UK nation identified information sharing and collaboration between agencies as vital for effective child protection (NSPCC, 2023), whilst Appleton and Sidebotham (2020) state that MAW is key to effective safeguarding and child protection.  Brofenbrenner Ecological Systems Theory (1977) underpins this ethos.  There are several models of MAW: 1) Muti-agency Panels; 2) Multi-agency Teams; 3) Integrated Services (Walker, 2018).  Multi-agency panels are made up of several practitioners already employed by separate government departments, such as the child’s GP, educational psychologist, health visitor, teachers and therapists.  These panel members meet to discuss the child, share information, discuss concerns, progress and future actions.  A panel can be practitioners bespoke to the child or regularly used groups of practitioner combinations such as a Child Protection Panel.  Benefits of panels can be: no recruitment is necessary; practitioners training is current; different practitioners will be experienced in various aspects of safeguarding and child protection; working processes are already in place; work bases already exist; and person-centred practice can be employed (Walker, 2018).  Challenges can be: communication being limited to meetings; practitioners hyper-focused on their own field’s; heavy practitioner caseloads and differing working patterns complicating co-ordinating multiple diaries, resulting in infrequent meetings held.  Multi-agency teams generally have: permanently recruited practitioners; a shared base, team identity and aims; and a range of skilled and experienced practitioners. Examples of such teams are Sure/Flying Start and Youth Offending.  Benefits are ease of: inter-agency communication; shared team-training; and peer support. Statistically these teams are proven to work well in preventative and early intervention.  Challenges can be funding plus effective teambuilding being adversely affected by heavy workload time constraints (Anning et al, 2010).  Finally looking at Integrated Services, a range of services and teams brought together in service hubs sharing a common location, aims and philosophy,  where multiple agencies can be accessed and work together to deliver a common ethos. Examples are Children Centres, Family Centres and Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hubs (MASH) (Bridgend.Gov, 2024).  Benefits of these hubs are their easy access, they address multiple issues, they have direct links to relevant departments, they are less stigmatising and more user friendly and facilitate better inter-agency communication. Challenges can be different working hours of agencies involved, developing a joint aim/ethos, developing a group identity plus it can prove challenging to established agencies to encompass the fresh aims and priorities of the new shared identity (Wate and Boulton, 2015), (Davies and Ward, 2012), (Oliver, Mooney, Statham, 2010), (Walker, 2018).  Whilst the MASH model is held up positively as an exemplar, negatively there is only one such hub available in Wales (Bridgend.Gov, 2024), (Gov.UK, 2024).  Another example of MAW is the care plans used for looked after children (LAC) where all of the professionals involved with the LAC contribute to the care plan and are involved in its review, the care plan can include the placement, health, individual education, positive handing and pathway (post 16) plans. All plans are overseen and reviewed by an independent reviewing officer (NICE.Org, 2024).  An additional example of MAW is the Families First programme used by all Welsh LAs, which employs Teams Around the Family (TAF), a needs based bespoke multi-practitioner team compiled to meet the individual needs of each family referred.  The benefits include the use of a wide range of professionals to give a single plan of support to a family and TAF’s ethos of early intervention for families with complex needs, to avoid the family reaching crisis point and mitigate detrimental well-being adverse effects on the children of the family.  For the team to be set up, a Joint Assessment Family Framework assessment is carried out following a family’s referral.  Schools are ideally positioned to instigate these referrals (Welsh.Gov, 2024).

This essay will conclude by reviewing the MAW approach.  MacManus and Boulton (2020) state that more research into the level of effectiveness of MAW safeguarding data sharing and the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on MAW is required and state the MASH model requires a ratifying framework which is equally implemented across Wales.  Positively, they report that the legislation introduced following the Laming Report (2003) promotes effective MAW.  Whilst the Government’s Working Together to Safeguard Children Guidance (2023) supports inter-agency working (Anning et al, 2010), (NISBW, 2020). Finally, some thought provoking questions. Why despite all inquiries, legislation, safeguarding and child protection processes in place, do children still slip through the UK’s safeguarding/child protection net and suffer abuse and even death?  Is under resourcing in child-protection, due to budgetary restraints, partly to blame? Do the laws of statistics mean that there are always going to be children that are missed, is this acceptable? Fundamentally, is the UK’s underlying collective psyche, driven by its historic ‘innocent until proven guilty’ ethos, unconsciously driving us, to remain reactive to evidence and not be proactive in initiative-taking regarding mitigation of possible escalation of abuse?  Are these all-relevant reasons, are there anymore? (Wate and Boulton, 2015). Safeguarding and child-protection can be linked to Watson’s behaviourist theory 1913 (Bates, 2019) which states an individual’s negative environment can overtake a person’s genetic disposition and Ryff’s well-being theory (Positivepsychology.com, 2024) in that the six factors’ of well-being can be negatively impacted by abuse sustained as a CYP, resulting in poorer life outcomes.  Without Welsh LAs delivering effective safeguarding and child-protection the seven goals of the Well-Being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 (Gov.UK, 2024) also risk being adversely impacted.  Critically, the UN Rights of the Child (1989) collectively state that EVERY child has the rights to enable them to thrive and NSPCC (2021, p. 1) says: “EVERY CHILDHOOD IS WORTH FIGHTING FOR” however the statistics (NHS, 2021) prove that there is still a huge gap between the principles of children’s rights and what happens in practice.


Appendix One
Relevant Safeguarding and Child Protection, Inquiries, Legislation, Policy, & Guidance:
	Date
	Title
	Notes
	Available at:
(Accessed 12 April 2024)

	16th to 20th century
	Poor Laws
	Series of laws established to support destitute children.
	English Poor Laws - Wikipedia

	1857
	Divorce and Matrimonial Causes Act 
	Established rules regarding the custody of children following a divorce.
	Divorce and Matrimonial Causes Act 1857 - Women's Legal Landmarks (womenslegallandmarks.com)

	1889
	Prevention of Cruelty to and Protection of Childrens Act
	Established state intervention in child protection.
	Prevention of Cruelty to, and Protection of, Children Act 1889 (legislation.gov.uk)

	1933
	Children & Young Persons Act
	Consolidated previous child protection legislation.
	Children and Young Persons Act 1933 (legislation.gov.uk)

	1945
	Universal Declaration of Human Rights
	Rights of every human.
	Universal Declaration of Human Rights | United Nations

	1948
	Children Act
	Established child welfare system.
	Children Act 1948 - full text (education-uk.org)

	1949
	European Convention of Human Rights
	European Convention which embedded the UN Human Rights
	convention_ENG (coe.int)

	1969
	Children & Young Persons Act
	Established parental rights.
	Children and Young Persons Act 1969 (legislation.gov.uk)

	1985
	Child in Trust Inquiry
	Inquiry into the failings leading to the deaths of Jasmine Beckford and Kimberley Carlile.
	Blom-Cooper, L. et al (1985) A Child in Trust: The Report of the Panel of Enquiry into the Circumstances Surrounding the Death of Jasmine Beckford. London: Borough of Brent.


	1989
	UN Convention of the Rights of the Child
	Forty-two rights of every child.
	Convention on the Rights of the Child | UNICEF

	1989
	The Children Act
	Achieved all political party support to reform child-protection services. Established: Child’s best interests paramount; minimum intervention; prompt decisions to initiate care proceedings; welfare checklists use; partnerships with parents use; shift from reactivity to proactivity; safeguarding all children instead of at-risk child protection; improvements to multi-agency working.
	Children Act 1989 (legislation.gov.uk)

	1998
	Crime & Disorder Act
	Established responsibilities for Youth Justice Services.
	Crime and Disorder Act 1998 (legislation.gov.uk)

	1998
	UK Human Rights Act
	UK legislation which embedded UN Human Rights.
	Human Rights Act 1998 (legislation.gov.uk)

	2001
	The Children’s Commissioner for Wales Act
	Made Wales the first UK nation to appoint a children’s commissioner.
	Children’s Commissioner for Wales Act 2001 (legislation.gov.uk)

	2003
	The Laming Report
	Report following the inquiry into the death of Victoria Climbié. Giving 108 recommendations including: a minister and national agency for children; local committees and regional boards to oversee child safeguarding; a national child protection database; 24/7 child safeguarding reporting processes.
	5730.pdf (publishing.service.gov.uk)

	2003
	Every Child Matters
	Publishing in response to the Laming Report (2003).
	5860.pdf (publishing.service.gov.uk)

	2004
	The Bichard Report
	Report following the inquiry into the deaths of Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman. Recommended: improvement of information sharing between police forces; enhanced national criminal record checks on all child workforce members.
	report.pdf (ioe.ac.uk)

	2004
	Children Act
	Strengthened inter-agency working and accountability.
	Children Act 2004 (legislation.gov.uk)

	2004
	The Welsh Children and Young People: Rights to Action: Framework for Partnership
	Established a commitment to the ‘UN Rights of the Child’ to be embedded in all Welsh Legislation as well as within the ‘Seven Core Aims’ of the Framework.
	090415rightstoactionen.pdf (ioe.ac.uk)

	2004
	The Clywch Inquiry
	Investigated allegations of child sexual abuse within a Welsh educational setting.  Recommendations included in every educational setting: improved child protection training; designated child protection teacher and governor; easily accessible child counsellors; child protection information and services promoted to all students. 
	Clywch.pdf (childcomwales.org.uk)

	2006
	Safeguarding Vulnerable Groups Act
	Introduced to implement recommendation 19 of the Bichard Report (2004) to set up a National Register of all those who work with children and vulnerable adults.
	Safeguarding Vulnerable Groups Act 2006 (legislation.gov.uk)

	2007
	Review of Children Act 2004
	Review criticisms of the Act included it: permitted physical punishment that did not cause bruising; it failed to strengthen the role of Children’s Commissioners; data protection rules contradicted its database recommendations.
	Review_of_Section_58_of_the_Children_Act_2004.pdf (publishing.service.gov.uk)

	2008
	The All-Wales Child Protection Procedures
	A Wales wide procedure for child protection and well-being.
	All Wales child protection procedures 2008 - Social Care Online (scie-socialcareonline.org.uk)

	2010
	Equality Act
	Established provisions that banned discrimination within public services and settings.
	Equality Act 2010 (legislation.gov.uk)

	2011
	The Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure
	Legislated that the ‘UN Rights of the Child’ were statutory to be embedded in all Welsh Legislation plus Welsh awareness of them was to be raised.
	Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011 (legislation.gov.uk)

	2011
	Wales Accord on the Sharing of Personal Information (WASPI)
	GDPR and multi-agency information sharing special rules.
	waspi_information_sharing_protocol_guidance_dec_10.pdf (cysur.wales)

	2014
	The Social Services and Well-Being (Wales) Act
	Established a Welsh Framework for Social Services: individuals a voice in their care and support; a stronger focus on prevention and early intervention.  Part 7 strengthened Welsh safeguarding procedures, making safeguarding ‘every-ones’ responsibility and ‘every-ones’ duty to report ‘any and all’ safeguarding suspicions they may have; stablished a reporting process; an independent safeguarding board; regional safeguarding boards; a national action plan to prevent child sexual exploitation.
	Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 (legislation.gov.uk)

	2015
	The Well-Being of Future Generations (Wales) Act
	Established the seven well-being goals that all Welsh public bodies must work towards achieving.
	Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 (legislation.gov.uk)

	2015
	Working Together to Safeguard Children: Statutory Framework & Guidance on Multi-Agency Working to Help, Protect and Promote the Welfare of Children
	Multi-Agency working in the child welfare system framework and guidance which is regularly updated and re-released.  Latest update and re-release being in December 2023.
	Working_together_to_safeguard_children_2023_-_statutory_guidance.pdf (publishing.service.gov.uk)

	2015
	VAWDASV Act
	Legislation to support the protection of violence against women, domestic abuse and sexual violence.
	Violence against Women, Domestic Abuse and Sexual Violence (Wales) Act 2015 (legislation.gov.uk)

	2019
	The Wales Safeguarding Procedures
	Replaced much of the All-Wales Child Protection Procedures 2008. Statutory to be followed in all Welsh educational settings.
	Safeguarding Wales

	2020
	The Children (Abolition of Defence of Reasonable Punishment) (Wales) Act 
	Abolished all forms of physical punishment in Wales from 2022.
	Children (Abolition of Defence of Reasonable Punishment) (Wales) Act 2020 (legislation.gov.uk)

	2020
	Keeping Learners Safe
	Statutory to be followed in all Welsh educational settings.
	Keeping learners safe a summary version.pdf (gov.wales)

	2023
	Keeping Children Safe in Education
	Statutory guidance for schools and colleges from the Dept for Education.
	Keeping_children_safe_in_education_2023.pdf (publishing.service.gov.uk)

	2023
	Online Safety Act
	Established e-safety legislation.
	Online Safety Act 2023 (legislation.gov.uk)

	2023
	Ask & Act Training Guidance
	Framework of guidance to train practitioners to be pro-active in asking and acting on safeguarding concerns.
	ask-and-act-training.pdf (gov.wales)
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