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Evaluate the contribution of one multi-agency initiative and critically discuss the challenges of partnership working

To evaluate multi-agency working it is valuable to look at the historical drivers which shaped and moulded it, and also helped it evolve. In the past those who had medical issues were looked after  by a team of medical professionals, children with learning difficulties were suddenly whisked away by a mysterious person to a mysterious place and brought back to class an hour later leaving them with only a label, usually of negative gist, this also being true of those who were classed as poor or underprivileged, and mental health issues were quietly swept under the carpet. All of these issues can be looked at as disadvantages which played a part in poverty and/or social exclusion. Introducing tax credits, both working and child to attempt to counter poverty, improving the social care to work with rather than against families, progressing from the ‘mysterious’ to the special educational needs teaching all helped to make the progression towards multi-agency working. The Disability Discrimination Act (1995) played a part in bringing those with disabilities into an inclusive society. With the perception that poverty and social exclusion  
were linked to lack of educational attainment, legislation was being passed, policies were being written, and the road to inclusion began to widen.

Multi-agency working is about individuals or agencies from different areas of knowledge and expertise coming together to work towards achieving a shared outcome. It could be in relation to an individual or to the person’s family or community, or it may be working towards providing better services. Under numerous labels, for instance multi-agency working, working in partnership, joined up think or working, it can be a formal or informal process which brings together the relevant professionals or agencies to share their expertise and ideas to decide how best to support, form an action plan, implement and review for further outcomes and progression. It is no longer a hierarchical team, which in the past would have decided on the person’s best interests on their behalf, this practice often resulted in the person’s needs not being fully met. Today’s multi-agency working is more inclusive, with the person’s voice being at the centre of the process whether this be directly or through family representation. As each attendant of multi-agency working brings their own expertise to the table, the expertise of the individual is their own knowledge of what needs there are, and what may or may not work to meet them. In general terms there are three models of multi-agency working, these being a panel, a team or an integrated service such as a children’s centre or a multi-agency safeguarding hub (MASH). A multi-agency panel, such as Children and Young People’s Partnership (CYPP) comprises a combination of representatives from statutory agencies such as police, health, social services, youth offending, and education, all of which remain within their own service base, but meet regularly to ensure that services are available, relevant to current legislation and policy, to help sustain and improve the lives of children and young people within that CYPP’s area. CYPP are responsible for devising their own Children and Young People plan, with guidance from government, the benefit of this being that the agencies in each area knows their demographics and constraints. The potential issues for CYPP in counties such as Powys are its rurality and size, making time and distance a factor to be considered when organising meetings. A multi-agency team may have a central hub with a core team from several agencies, however not all members may able to work from the hub. For example, Cymorth Cymru has its base in Cardiff, though it provides support for housing, homelessness and social services across Wales, with members from both local councils and charities. They must have a strong team core to effectively meet the needs of someone who lives for example in Ceredigion. The third model of multi-agency working is an Integrated Service such as a children’s centre. Having a multi-agency partnership working under one roof can have its benefits, for instance, a single budget, shared policy and practice, good relations with team members, getting to know service users which may help build trust. However, when returning again to the demographics of Wales, integrated services may be an easier concept to execute in bigger towns and cities than in more rural areas. One of the barriers for people wishing to access the service in rural Wales is transport links. Issues such as this would have to be addressed to enable service users to access the facilities.

Multi-agency in its earlier form would be more like inter-agency, that is, between two agencies or people involved in support, for example in a school a special educational needs teacher helping a teacher to support a child in the classroom. In a wider context it may be little more than a letter being sent in the post or a phone call, this for multi-agency as well as inter-agency, the point being that the reliability of finding the best outcome to support would be lacking in some cases. This no truer than that of Victoria Climbie, who although was known to various statutory agencies was horribly neglected and abused resulting in her death, the dreadful truth emerging that she was wholly let down by a system which was supposed to protect.

 

Why are there challenges or barriers to multi-agency working? To attempt to understand this we must understand that a lot of multi-agency work does not take place from a central hub, but rather a set of targets undertaken to be implemented by a certain deadline, all of which has been pre-arranged at a previous multi-agency meeting. As meeting the needs of a child is evolving and extending to also meeting the needs of the child’s family as well, the attendants of the meeting are also growing. Within the statutory agencies there may be several in attendance, such as teaching staff, one or more from various areas of health or social care, housing, police, and we must also account for voluntary agencies which provide support, perhaps for young carers, behaviour issues or substance abuse. Although multi-agency working is not limited to children; adult support is also provided for, for example where a new disability arises various departments of health may form a multi-agency partnership with housing to provide appropriate housing and support for an individual and their family. 
There are some multi-agency projects across Wales and locally, initiatives such as Families First, and One Powys Plan. Flying Start is a government programme aiming to support disadvantaged families, while Cynnal Plant Powys, a project run by charity Action for Children, provides support at school and home for behaviour and family. These projects come together to evaluate, plan, implement, assess and revise, to ensure the appropriate support is provided for people. There are other projects which do the same but from a central hub, initiatives such as Gwent Missing Childrens Team, Cwm Taf MASH, and North Wales MASH. When comparing the two models it becomes apparent that there may be far more challenges for those agencies which have to come together operate the project smoothly and successfully, in comparison to those operating within a MASH. Time has to be one of the most prominent factors, for contacting everyone involved, arranging and attending meetings, assessment, implementation, acquiring resources, consulting and comparing policy to ensure the needs are supported by all, appropriate meeting times to support families with childcare issues, releasing staff from other duties or projects to attend. Inevitably this can lead to not all being able to attend, which can hamper progress or support. Professionalism and personality can also be a barrier, the idea that one person, their job description and their views may lead to feeling of inequality and in some cases inadequacy among others can become detrimental to the support of the person in need. Having to wait for a referral service to implement early intervention will delay implementing the support the person is in need of, which may cause more upset or harm to the individual. In comparison, working within a MASH staff may be from different service providers but they are working together daily. This daily contact helps staff build relationships with each other and their service users, provides more consistency for the service users, enables staff to manage their time more effectively, can decrease the need for recurring referrals, enabling them to initiate earlier intervention. As a model, the MASH seems a more reliable standard of multi-agency working, however there is the risk of the hub being seen as a one-stop shop which may result in some needs not being able to be provided for.

So how exactly does a team such as CYPP Powys operate in rural Wales? Without a central hub it must be a well organised team which meets regularly. CYPP shares the Welsh Government’s view that every child in Wales is supported by the seven core aims as set out by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. Of course, CYPP, although working for all children and families in Powys must have strategic plans to support those who have more need than others. One of those strategies is the Team around the Family, or TAF as it is more commonly known. The TAF’s aim to uphold CYPP’s vision that:

	All children and young people living in Powys reach their full potential by having access to the services they need and that those services value and respect them (and their parents and carers) and promote their health, wellbeing, learning and development. (Powys CYPP, no date).

To understand the level of need and services a child or family requires involves completing a Children and Family Assessment (CAF). This referral system can only be completed with parental consent, though referral can be made from a number of agencies, be they education or perhaps health services. A CAF looks not only at what a child or family may need but also takes into account their strengths. This CAF is then presented to a co-ordination team which reviews the needs, discusses which strategies or interventions could be implemented, by which agency or agencies, and allocates a family contact to liaise between the family and the TAF, again with consent from the family. At a basic level this may meal that is required to support the child or family, but in more complicated or complex cases there would be a more in-depth discussion among the TAF members, this meeting to include the family in the discussion. With provision and strategy to support being agreed by both TAF and family, there are likely to be follow-up meetings to re-assess and review so that the appropriate level of care or support may be provided. TAF panels meet to examine complex cases and work through any complications which may have arisen through the TAF procedures. They are comprised of representatives from all the statutory agencies, such as education, health, youth services, leisure, housing, social services and police. Panels may also be attended by representatives specific to a case or referral, perhaps for example a representative from a particular school or Early Years setting. 
What are the benefits and challenges for this partnership working? Well one of the first benefits is that each TAF panel has its own budget, reducing the pressure for each agency to bring part of their own pot to the table, which, at a time when budgets are already stretched to the limit, must bring a small sense of relief to the agencies who attend. Not least to those agencies which are charities whose budget is mainly reliant on donations from the public. Also, having regular meetings creates awareness of those who attend, allowing them to manage their time effectively to be able to attend. Agencies who come to a TAF panel do so as equals, recognising and respecting each other’s strengths and expertise, which dispels with the need for a hierarchy. Although there is always someone acting as chairperson, working through difficulties in cases is more achievable when everyone is working collaboratively rather than in a chain of command system. The challenges to this kind of partnership working may be things such as time, consent, policy, legislation, information, availability of provision or strategies, and size of caseloads. As mentioned before time is always a challenge, especially for distance travelling in a rural area such as Powys. The agency representatives are not seconded into their role on a TAF panel, it is one they perform on top of their usual agency duties. Consent is another issue, if the parents or family refuse consent at any point progress and support may become hampered, unless of course the issue becomes one of child protection. Policy and legislation must be updated regularly, and being clear on the policies of all the agencies and how they support the different agencies on the panel and their service users is important. CYPP has their own information sharing policy and protocols which the TAF panel must adhere to but so do those who are on the panel. It is important for everyone to know how information should be shared to avoid repercussions. Providing the most appropriate strategies to support may be a challenge in Powys as the area is largely rural. A much-needed provision for support may be available only in the north of the county, leaving the south struggling to cater for that type of support. In some cases there may be scope to provide staff and transport to counter the issue, but as caseloads and workloads are ever-increasing this becomes more and more difficult. However, although the TAF panel, and CYPP are largely comprised of statutory agencies, they are not the only resources. The Powys Association of Voluntary Organisations (PAVO) has an extensive list of charities and voluntary agencies which can provide support and implement strategies for children and families if statutory agencies are requiring particular skills, expertise or resources, and a PAVO representative sits on the members board of CYPP.

Multi-agency working such as TAF has come a long way in the last thirty years, largely due to the recommendations set out in the Laming Report (2003). Lord Laming advised one hundred and eight recommendations for change after an extensive inquiry of the circumstances surrounding the death of Victoria Climbie. His discovery that the lack of effective multi-agency cohesion, accountability, led him to put forward a series of recommendations which would be the first steps towards change. In his report he stated:

	I am in no doubt that effective support for children and families cannot be achieved by a single agency acting alone. It depends on a number of agencies working well together. It is a multi-disciplinary task. (Laming, 2003)

The response by the government to Lord Laming’s report was a green paper called Every Child Matters (2004), developed to upgrade child services, prevention and protection, staff training and accountability. It mentions an information sharing hub accessible to statutory and voluntary agencies, to enable them to share information where more than one party is working on a case. Also, there is the Children Act (2004), which states the appointment of a Children’s Commissioner to protect childrens’ rights. The Welsh Government embeds the rights of the child as stated by the UNCRC into any legislation relating to children, and national and local policies adopt this practice too. Many pieces of legislation and policies have been passed over the years since Lord Laming’s report was released but by fast forwarding to a more recent piece of legislation the Wellbeing of Future Generations Act (Wales) 2015 there are many instances of multi-agency working and joined up collaboration. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]There may be several names for multi-agency working, and various methods of executing it but regardless of the agencies involved the main focus must always be inclusive collaboration with the child, adult or family at the heart of the matter. Working in a multi-agency partnership is a difficult task which faces many challenges and barriers, whether it be a national strategy or three individuals supporting a child in a school. However difficult the challenge may be, surely the one thing which all agencies must do is to work with the individual rather than for them. Hierarchy within multi-agency working may possibly be detrimental to progress, cause tension within the partnership, not to mention that it can be belittling to the person or family the taskforce is supposed to be helping. Using effective communication and collaboration, and working with a person rather than for them can avoid potential hostilities arising, and possibly help towards improving and maintaining their well-being.

	“Unity is strength…when there is teamwork and collaboration, wonderful things can be achieved.”---Mattie Stepanek
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