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

This essay will cover various aspects of multi-agency work. It will begin by defining what we mean when speaking of multi-agency work and some of the other names it is known by. It will then discuss the events that led to a need for increased multi-agency interventions and some of the legislation and policies introduced to provide guidance on effectively working together. It will then go on to discuss in more detail the different types of multi-agency work that are currently practiced. After this there will be discussion of the barriers to successful multi-agency work. Finally, it will look at examples of different multi-agency projects currently in operation in Wales and look at some specific challenges faced by one particular project, the Flying Start initiative.

Multi-Agency working is defined by the Children’s Workforce Development Council (2007, p.1) as, “health, youth justice, social care, youth work, voluntary and community sector and other children’s services (…) joining forces to work more collaboratively around a preventative and early intervention agenda.”
This definition gives us a basic understanding of what multi-agency working is. Gasper (2010) adds to this explanation by stating how partnership working puts an emphasis on the views of the person receiving the services and aims not to just decide what is best for them without consultation. This is something which did not have a high importance until a few years ago, however now it is considered best practise to involve the child or family in question to ensure they get the appropriate services for them. Multi-agency working can be known by a variety of names. These include; partnership working, inter-agency working, multi-professional working, working together, collaborative working, inter-professional and multi-disciplinary. However, all of these names have the same basic definition and refer to different professionals working with each other to provide a service (Gasper, 2010).


Although it has become more prominent in recent years, multi-agency working is not a new concept. The origins of what we think of as partnership working can be traced back to the 1980s. The Children’s Act of 1989 made collaboration between professionals a statutory requirement and encouraged services to ‘work better together’ for the benefit of children (Cheminais, 2009). However, whilst collaboration was a requirement in theory, when it came to putting it into practice there were still flaws and occasions where children could be left without the support they critically needed. One such example is in the case of Victoria Climbie. On 25 February 2000, Victoria died as a result of months of abuse and neglect at the hands of Marie-Therese Kouao and Carl John Manning – the couple who were responsible for caring for her. Her post-mortem revealed 128 separate injuries on her body. She had been living in the UK for 11 months and was just 8 years old when she died (Lord Laming, 2003). In the inquiry that followed her death, Lord Laming (2003) discovered that there had been at least 12 separate occasions on which Victoria could have been saved. The report concluded that the young girl’s death was not only a result of abuse but also of very poor, or even non-existent, multi-agency working by the various social services and hospitals who were aware of her case. Lord Laming noted that for children to be fully safeguarded multiple agencies need to work effectively together and be aware of their individual responsibilities. (Lord Laming, 2003)

 
The inquiry made several recommendations as ways to ensure this did not happen again. One of these recommendations was solely concerned with working together and suggested that there should be a common language across all agencies. Making sure that all agencies concerned were aware of: who there is a concern regarding; why they are concerned; who needs to make the next step to protect the child; and what outcome is expected all help to avoid confusion and reduce the risk of children being missed (Lord Laming, 2003). Lord Laming also suggested the formation of Children and Families Boards. These Boards became known as Local Children’s Trusts, however they were problematic due to the time and energy they required to be established and the fact that their purpose and relationships with other agencies was not clear (Carvel, 2008).


In response to the Victoria Climbie case the UK government published the Green Paper, Every Child Matters (2003). This document reinforced the need for improved information sharing and the government proposed to remove barriers that prevent various agencies accessing important information. The Green Paper also introduced the concept of a lead professional. This would be one person who knows the child well and is aware of all the specific needs therefore minimising the risk of harm through lack of knowledge. 


Multi-agency working has developed over time and various projects and initiatives are now in place where partnership working is a key factor. There are three broad levels that multi-agency work can be divided into. These are multi-agency panels, multi-agency teams and integrated services. Multi-agency panels are groups of professionals who discuss cases at meetings and focus on individual support for a child, young person or family. Inclusion on a multi-agency panel is not a separate job and members continue to be employed by their home agency. An example of a multi-agency panel is Team Around the Family. Multi-agency teams differ from panels in that practitioners are recruited onto the team making it a full or part time job. Youth Offending Teams are an example of a multi-agency team. The final level is an integrated service. This is a range of services working together in the same building, with a common objective. An example of an integrated service might be an infant school which is shared by other services that are beneficial to the child and community for example health visitors and social services. (Lancashire County Council, 2015)


Whilst in theory multi-agency working is beneficial, it does not come without challenges and barriers. An obvious barrier, which is often encountered in education, is that of budget. It is easy for councils and governments to promise services but more difficult to provide the funding to actually carry them out. In the past 5 years some councils have had their budgets for early intervention programmes cut by up to 40% (Weale, 2017) whilst still being expected to deliver the same service. This tightening of budgets has led to an increased workload for some professionals working in multi-agency settings. Additional Learning Needs Co-Ordinators (ALNCOs) for example, who use partnership working in their day to day job, are finding themselves with more work to do. The Times Educational Supplement (2016) reported that in some cases, ALNCOs were spending up to 14 hours a day in school. Multi- agency working also comes with ‘hidden’ costs such as money to train members of multi-agency teams and panels. When thinking about education, schools also have to consider the costs of letting teachers or the ALNCO attend meetings. In 2018 the cost of a supply teacher is up to £100 a day more than the teacher is paid (NUT, 2018). This could be considered a waste of school budget and leaves less available to spend on students’ needs.


Another challenge with multi-agency work is finding the time to establish groups and meetings and having the time to carry out what is promised. This is something that has been witnessed when working with children in a Mid-Wales secondary school (hereafter referred to as School A), particularly when working in multi-agency panels such as Team Around the Family (or TAF). Whilst the members of the panel strive to work together to get the best outcomes for the child and family, because the panel is only a small aspect of their job things agreed at the meeting might not be top priority. This has led to young people being let down and going without help that was promised at their meeting.


Something which has become more of a barrier to multi-agency working in recent years is that of confidentiality. This poses a problem when children may be at risk of harm. The National Assembly for Wales (2007) affirms that data about children should only be shared when there is a legitimate reason for doing so. This can present a difficulty as practitioners may be hesitant to share information when there is no hard evidence that a child is in danger or if there is a concern that is not related to child protection, for example a health issue. Added to this the pressure of living in a society which is quick to lay blame if information is unjustifiably shared can make sharing information in multi-agency situations difficult. 


A problem which has been witnessed on multiple occasions in School A when attempting to carry out successful multi-agency work is that of geography. Living in a rural area means that there is limited access to services. Children In Wales (2008) outlined some of the limitations to multi-agency work in a rural area. Specialist services are often limited and professionals may have to cover a large geographical area. This poses a problem when it comes to multi-agency meetings for example as travelling across the county can take up a lot of time. The fact that services are so widespread can also make it difficult to forge links between different professions as there is often little face-to-face contact. (Children In Wales, 2008)


Stemming from the Victoria Climbie Inquiry (Lord Laming, 2003) and The Every Child Matters document (UK Government, 2003) the need for consistency between agencies was clear. However, this is often more difficult than it appears. Different services involved in multi-agency work often have different priorities and often place a higher importance on their ‘home’ agency (Lancashire County Council, 2015). Additionally, there are issues with professional language making things unclear to some members of the panel or team. Gasper (2010) states that, especially in cases where parents and children are involved, professional jargon and acronyms can make things confusing and leave people unclear what outcomes are being worked towards. It is therefore important to make sure language used is as universally recognised as possible to ensure consistency throughout multi-agency work.

Despite the various challenges and barriers that are faced by multi-agency initiatives, they are becoming more prevalent and are thought of as a way to ‘enhance and improve outcomes for children and young people’ (Cheminais, 2009. P26). There are now a wide range of multi-agency programmes running at a local and national level. A recently established project that has been developed in Mid-Wales is the Integrated Autism Service. This is a team of professionals such as psychologists, occupational therapists, speech and language team, health professionals and social workers all working together to help autistic individuals and their families access support for behavioural issues, emotional problems, social skills and attending leisure activities (ASD Info Wales, 2017).

Another example of a multi-agency project in operation across Wales is Team Around the Family (TAF). As was mentioned before, TAF is an example of a multi-agency panel and includes the input of various different services designed to meet all the needs of the family involved. This could include health visitors, teachers, youth workers and a school nurse as well as many more. Team Around the Family aims to support parents, improve difficult relationships within families, provide access to services that the family may be struggling with as well as helping the child engage more in school. Team Around the Family can be very flexible and is intended to provide specific support in areas that are needed (Powys County Council, 2018).

A well-established multi-agency project in Wales is Flying Start. Flying Start was introduced in 2007 as a way to provide children in disadvantaged areas with the best start in life. The scheme consists of four core elements. These are; free part time childcare for 2-3 year old for 2.5 hours a day, 5 days a week for 39 weeks; enhanced health visiting, including reduced caseloads for health visitors to 110 children each; parent support programmes; and early language development. Flying Start was originally aimed in the catchment areas of schools in deprived areas but in 2011 was changed to areas with a high number of 0-3 year olds living in income benefit houses (National Assembly for Wales, 2014).  

Flying Start involves the collaboration of services such as health visitors, social workers, speech and language teams, dieticians, physiotherapists and midwives to name a few (Welsh Government, 2017). The scheme has been largely successful. 90% of families in Flying Start areas took up the offer of childcare and 82% of children in these areas reached, exceeded or were within one year of the expected developmental targets for their age (National Assembly for Wales, 2014). In 2015-16 38, 269 children received Flying Start services and since 2012 outreach work has been introduced to provide families who live outside of Flying Start areas with support if needed (Welsh Government, 2017).

However, as was previously discussed, there are many barriers to successful multi-agency work and this is also true for the Flying Start initiative. The National Assembly for Wales (2014) found that where families needed more support or more specialised support than Flying Start was able to offer them, the early identification of the need should lead to a referral. However, children who are living in Flying Start areas are actually no more likely to receive specialised support than those living in non Flying Start areas who perhaps benefit from more advantages. 

Another issue with Flying Start links to the problem of consistency. While families involved in the scheme benefit from enhanced health visitor visits during the first years of the child’s life, as the child grows the visits become less frequent and information is less abundant (Welsh Government, 2017). There are also still problems where the most vulnerable children could be missed. Health visitor visits taper off as the child turns 2 as that is when the entitlement to free childcare begins. However, this is not compulsory and parents can choose not to use this service. This means that the child may not come into frequent contact with any professionals after their second birthday. The majority of parents who choose not to use this service do so for innocuous reasons. For example, sometimes the location of the free childcare is not convenient or parents prefer to choose a different childcare provider. However, there is always the risk that children who are not attending services like this are in danger of harm which could go unnoticed (Welsh Government, 2017). 

There are also issues with lack of information about parenting courses and speech and language development that are offered through the Flying Start scheme. Welsh Government (2017) evaluated that a lot of parents eligible for the scheme felt that the courses offered were not relevant to them or they did not understand the purpose of them. It was noted that a lot of the time health visitors were relied upon to encourage attendance at these classes. This often depended on a positive relationship between the family and health visitor and when this was not the case uptake of other services available was limited. This shows how a positive relationship between all parties involved in multi-agency work, including the family involved, can greatly affect the outcome.

Finally, as is often the case with government initiatives, there is an issue with funding. Since the implementation of the Flying Start programme in 2007 £600 million has been spend providing the most disadvantaged families with services (BBC, 2018), which is an average of £1,677.60 per child per year (National Assembly for Wales, 2014). This is an advantage to families who can access it. However, BBC news (2018) reports that around two-thirds or the most deprived families in Wales live outside the Flying Start catchment areas. These families are not eligible for the support they would receive if they lived in a Flying Start area and the outreach services are currently limited. Unfortunately councils often do not have the money in their budgets to provide these families with the support they need. 

In conclusion, it is clear to see that multi-agency working is beneficial, especially when working with children. Multi-agency projects like Flying Start in Wales have helped thousands of children in Wales get the best start in life.  However, there are still many problems needed to be addressed before collaborative working can be implemented in the most advantageous way. Issues with location and budget will always be difficult to overcome. Nevertheless, with the introduction of more integrated services, children’s centres becoming more numerous and schools being designed to house multiple services under one roof, partnership working will hopefully become the way that all professionals work in the future and seamlessly provide everyone with access to all the services they need to be safe, happy and successful. 
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