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 ‘Multi-agency working brings together practitioners from different sectors and professions, to provide an integrated way of working to support children, young people and families. It is an effective way of supporting children and families with additional needs and helping to secure real improvements in their life outcomes.’
(Children’s Workforce Development Council, 2012)
Furthermore, Gasper (2010) describes multi-agency working (MAW) as, a non-judgemental and open approach to care where dialogue, reflection and discussion help shape the policy and practice. More so, contributions from all are encouraged and everyone is made to feel valued. MAW can come under a range of titles, such as, working together, partnership working and working collaboratively. 
Within MAW, there are several ways of delivering the service. These levels are divided into three broad models named, multi-agency panel (MAP), multi-agency team (MAT) and integrated service. According to Lancashire Country Council (2015), a MAP is where practitioners continue to be employed by their home agencies and agree to meet as a panel on a regular basis, in which they discuss children and young people with additional learning needs (ALN) who would benefit from multi-agency input. MAP can also come under the name of ‘network’ or ‘team around the family or child (TAF).’ A TAF panel, is a prime example of a multi-agency service, Powys (2018), defines it as a group made up of different services, aiming to provide extra support to families in need. 
The key characteristics of MAP are, that they are usually managed by a coordinator or chair, with a good combination of education, health, social care and youth justice system practitioners present on the panel. The members of the panel meet regularly for meetings either monthly or termly, which are usually organised by co-ordinator (LCC, 2015). There are several benefits to MAP, such as, the practitioners remain employed by their home agencies, meaning that there is no recruitment or human resource (HR) needed. Additionally, the professionals within the panel are usually fully involved in the happenings of their home agencies, with more access to its training and development opportunities. 
However, there are some challenges within MAP. For instance, due to the practitioners being initially employed by their home agencies, there can be a tendency for them to identify more with their more predominant role. Adding to this, the members may not be given enough time to carry out their casework and professional work within the panel. 
Next, a MAT is where professional have been recruited or invited onto a team, therefore making this a more formal arrangement in comparison to that of a multi-agency panel. (LCC, 2015). According to Every Child Matters in 2005 (ECM), an example of a MAT could be Behaviour and Education Support Teams (BESTs). Some benefits of this model are, that the practitioners feel a greater sense of identity within their team, this may be because they have been recruited or seconded onto their team, either part-time or full-time. Additionally, the teams are usually line-managed by a team leader. This sort of management can make communication more straight forward and individuals roles within the team, clearer. Thus, co-working being at the heart of the team, with the encouragement of sharing skills and knowledge. 
Nevertheless, there are still some challenges of MAT. These being, the process of recruitment and HR, which can cost both time and money. More so, there needs to be time and resources set aside for team building, development and of course, meetings. 
Lastly, an integrated service is made up of a range of different services, and it acts as a visible service hub for the community. Usually located together, professionals work in a multi-agency style to provide integrated support to children, young people and families. These services are normally delivered from a school or early year setting, meaning that the manager may be a member of these settings, unless recruited externally. 
The advantages of integrated services are as follows. There is a greater opportunity for the practitioners to address the issues around children’s health and well-being, in a non-stigmatising, universal setting (LCC, 2015). Again, the shared setting means that there is an increased opportunity for communication, which can also result in greater co-working and sharing of skills between agencies, an aspect that multi-agency panels and teams do not benefit from. An example of an integrated service could be Sure Start children’s centres.
There are a range of different multi-agency services available across Wales and the rest of the UK. For instance, within an educational setting, there is social services, NHS’s Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS), support for looked after children (LAC), team around the child or family (TAF), educational physiologists, school counsellors, young carers, young offenders, occupational therapists, sensory services, speech and language therapists, sensory services, school links to primary schools or colleges for example and the school nurse, to name a few. More specifically to Wales, there are agencies such as ‘Kooth’, an online counselling and emotional well-being platform for children and young people, and ‘Flying Start’, an early year’s programme for families with children under 4 years old, living in disadvantaged parts of the country. Welsh Government (WG) (2017)
Further multi agency projects can include, Gender Identity Development Service (GIDS), Barnados and Sure Start, which is ‘a programme specifically targeted at parents and children under the age of four living in the most disadvantaged areas.’ Department of Education (2018)
Jones (2018) states, that ‘nearly a quarter of young people in Wales will experience some form of ALN during their early years or education.’ In addition to very severe learning difficulties, some may have other significant needs, such as physical or medical disabilities, or could have experienced trauma, abuse or attachment issues. Therefore, many individuals require a whole network of multi-agencies to support them, so it is vital that the support they are provided with is effective. However, not all MAW is effectual, and many challenges can arise, therefore putting barriers in the way of children and young people being able to have their needs met. 
Firstly, following on from the different models mentioned above, there is a common theme of location being a key point to successful MAW. Although it can be practical for practitioners to communicate using the internet, it is important that the professionals are able to have some face-to-face contact with the individuals that they are supporting. Some cases may need more communication than others and integrated services may find they are more able to maintain positive relationships, due to being closer to the families that they’re supporting. 
Secondly, consistency can another main challenge, with difficulties arising when an individual is not being consistently supported throughout every aspect of their life. An example of this could be a child suffering from a poor home life. Such a child comes into school unwashed, hungry, tired and possibly ill, with a school having to attend to these needs, by letting the child shower, have breakfast, sleep and go to the doctors, all within their care. This is where it would be vital for social services to step in, to help support this child’s home life, but, this is not always the case. Although the child is benefitting from the school’s support in the short-term, what is likely to happen to them once they leave school? 
Confidentiality, which can also be a constraint to consistency, can be a huge barrier to effective MAW. Often, not every person involved in a child’s life knows their current situation and therefore, the support they need; sometimes, the staff who work closely with children are not aware of the difficulties they are experiencing at home. Therefore, if not all people involved with a child is clear of their current circumstances, then support can sometimes be limited. The Home Office (p13, 2014), further emphasises the challenges of confidentiality, by stating how practitioners from 37 local areas in the UK were specifically concerned with the ‘misunderstandings among professionals about what information could be shared, with some practitioners withholding information too frequently.’
Another key challenge can be the working relationships of those involved in MAW, as well as the relationship between that of the professional and the child or young person. Problems can arise when working relationships are tarnished, with MAW being challenging if a school or organisation has had a previous negative experience with an agency. However, on the other hand, difficulties may arise when a professional is unable to create a positive relationship with the child, young person or family involved. This can have a knock-on effect on how much information is shared and may affect the level of support that is given. 
In Wales, there are an increasing number of cuts being made in the education sector. Wightwick (2017) states that, ‘most schools in Wales are struggling to make ends meet’, and the WG education budget is not enough to help these schools succeed. Therefore, emphasising those schools in Wales of the rest of the UK are struggling to support their pupils with the little resources that they have. A lack of funding can have substantial effects on schools being able to provide their students with support, for instance, they may have reduced the hours of a school counsellor or ASD specialist. Ultimately, this will affect students as they will not be receiving this vital support they need.
Following on from the challenges mentioned, there is also some criticism surrounding MAW, with Gasper further emphasises this by stating, ‘more than one tragedy has shown to be the direct result of failures of professionals to communicate and to take responsibility for seeing through concern raised by one or more person or agency.’
In recent times the consequences of agencies not working together have been starkly bleak and there have been specific cases that cannot afford to happen again (Gasper). Following the Victoria Climbie case in 2003, in which an eight-year-old girl was tortured and murdered by her guardians, The Lord Laming Report (2003) was written in response and made over a hundred recommendations for changes in childcare to prevent such tragedy happening again. Gasper explains that these recommendations led to ‘fundamental changes in approach and lent a new urgency to the need for affective inter-agency working.’ 
Still, in 2008 a case came to light where a seventeen-month-old boy died after suffering an appalling amount of abuse over an eight-month period. According to Gasper, this served as a reminder that ‘there is still a long way to go before there can be greater confidence in the systems in place.’ More so, since the Climbie case it is clear that many of the recommendations were not taking seriously, which led to another child suffering. When writing the case review, Jones (2009) believed that Baby P’s death was due to the ineffectiveness of nearly every professional that came into contact with him. This apparently ranged from his GP, who chose not to raise concern about the discovery of bruises on his head and chest, as well as the social workers who did not ‘seriously think’ that Baby P was at risk, despite the shocking state of the family home. Yet, if these agencies communicated with one another about their findings, Baby P could have been saved. 
In both these cases mentioned, the lack of communication seems to be a significantly contributing factor. There were agencies involved with both children, that recognised indications of child abuse, and had they shared this realisation with other professionals, then these children may have had a chance of surviving. 
Next, focusing on the policies and legislation, The United Nations Conventions of the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) is a ‘legally-binding international agreement setting out the civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights of every child, regardless of their race, religion or abilities.’ Save the Children (2015) summarised the main points of the document which are ‘every child has the right to survival, protection and education, and to have their voice heard.’ Looking at the abuse that has taken place, had these children and young people both had their voices heard and been able to express their concerns, these incidents could have been prevented.
Following on from the UNCRC, The WG (2004) created ‘7 core aims’ for children & young people, which form the basis for decisions on priorities and objectives nationally. Some examples of these aims are that all children and young people should have a flying start in life, be free from abuse and exploitation, are treated with respect and have a safe home and community. In 2007, the WG produced its own report on the contribution and progress that it has made since the introduction of the UNCRC in 1992, including the use of the UNCRC as a basis for the ‘7 core aims’. The report was called Rights in Action and its celebrates the countries commitment and participation to ‘making the Convention Rights a reality for all children and young people in Wales’. WG (2007)
According to Newcombe (2017), ‘Every Child Matters’ (ECM) was thought up and implemented by the government in 2003, partly in response to the Victoria Climbie case, mentioned above. It applies to the well-being of children and young people from 0-19 years of age. It is based on the idea that every child regardless of their individual circumstances or background, should have the right amount of support throughout their life. There are five key principles to the policy which the government believe children should have support with, some examples of these are to be healthy and stay safe. 
The Children’s Act that was introduced in 2004, states that ‘the interests of children and young people are paramount in all considerations of welfare and safeguarding and that safeguarding children is everyone's responsibility.’ Powys (2018). In agreement with the idea of MAW, the Children’s Act outlines that safeguarding can only be sustained when key people are working together to design and delivery more integrated services around the needs of children and young people. 
Now, focusing on one multi-agency project, social services are a range of public services provided by the government, private, and non-profit organisations, who give support to family members who have additional needs beyond what health, education or community services can help with. In addition, they have a statutory duty to safeguard children and vulnerable adults who may be at risk of harm, whether from family members or others (Family Lives, 2018). 
[bookmark: _Hlk512538097]Data published by the Department for Education (DFE) in 2018, shows that ‘a child is referred to social services every 49 seconds in England and Wales’ and, there were 646,120 referrals overall to councils’ children’s services during 2016/17, equating to 1,770 referrals every day, a 4 percent increase from the previous year.
Social services will often work alongside schools, supporting children and young people in need of their assistance. As well as going into an individuals home, they will often need to visit schools for meetings with the additional learning need co-ordinator (ALNco), teachers, support staff and the student themselves. More so, schools are viewed as ‘safe’ and non-judgemental spaces for children and young people to meet with their social workers, without any family or carers being present. The levels of support will can vary within each local authority and dependent on the individuals need, however, social workers are normally present in any meetings concerning a student, where they will work collaboratively with any other agencies that may be involved. Within the social care system, there are many challenges, which can implement barriers to the effectiveness of the service. 
There is a definite stigma surrounding social services, with families and agencies often feeling anxious at the prospect of their involvement because of past experiences, or stories heard from others. Where the service may benefit families, by either giving them support or easing the pressure, some people are frightened that their children will be removed from their home. However, this will only happen in cases where children are at risk of significant harm (Family Lives, 2018). Also, in every career, you will find hard-working people and then those just wanting to do the bare minimum. However, when working with children and young people, the latter is just not good enough and can significantly affect families, as well as stigmatise the good work that many social workers do. 
Additionally, funding can create huge barriers to effective social care. Hennis (2017), stated that thousands of children are not receiving support because of devastating cuts being made in the social sector, ‘with less funding we can’t prevent these cases from escalating into full-blown state interventions like we used to.’ Less funding will also result in staff being stressed and over-worked, which could affect how well they do their job or increase staff turnover. This will then have a knock-on effect on the individuals, who may have a regular change of social worker, thus unable to form consistent relationships and ultimately create barriers to the support that they are receiving. Regular changes of staff may create problems for the other agencies involved, with each new social worker needing time to become familiar with a case, thus, slowing down the process. Again, new relationships need to be formed between agencies and families involved, this can be especially difficult if a previous social worker was unpopular. 
With there being less funding to employ and maintain staff, each social worker’s caseload is increasingly rising too. In 2017, the DFE stated that there were 17,840 social workers working on 317,690 cases. With this level of work, social workers will have to prioritise the individuals or families that need more support, therefore leaving many without. Regarding multi-agency practice, social workers may be unable to work on cases they have been assigned to, leaving the other agencies to carry on without the social sectors much needed involvement. 
Furthermore, a social workers level of experience can affect how well they are able to support an individual or family, or even seek employment. According to the British Association of Social Workers (2018), to be registered as a social worker you need an appropriate degree, however, after completion, students are finding they have limited opportunities for placement, with recruiters always prioritising experience. (Purvis 2017)
Ultimately, from looking at the barriers to social care and its ability to work in partnership with other agencies, inadequate funding seems to a be a challenge that can lead to problems in many areas. For instance, the wellbeing of employees and the significant needs of others. Gasper emphasises this by saying that changes within multi-agency work are only going to be achieved, once funding has been secured for the longer term. Laming (p44, 2009), further stresses the challenges that the social sector is up against, with ‘frontline social workers and managers put under an immense amount of pressure and low staff morale, poor supervision, high case-loads, under-resourcing and inadequate training all contributing to high levels of stress, recruitment and retention difficulties.’
To conclude, for MAW to be effective, there are several factors that need to be considered. One being funding, with Gasper stating that children-centred multi-agency projects made ‘significant progress when funding was at its initial peak’, tells us that an increase of capital does help maintain sustainability. To add to this, some of this progress could have also stemmed from professionals being less over-worked and more supported to do their jobs, because their organisations had more financial backing.
However, one of the most significant factors apparent in this assignment is effective communication. Linking back to the child abuse cases, it is clear that an increased amount of ‘joined-up thinking’ between the agencies involved would have led to different outcomes. 
‘Good communication, checking with partner agencies at the point of referral, and talking to the child as appropriate, must be the main way to decide how best to safeguard and promote a child’s welfare.’
Laming (2003)
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