Amy Delaney Keeping our children safe (ECIE5010)


Article 19 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) asserts that every child has the right to protection from all forms of violence, abuse, and neglect. It places a clear obligation on governments to ensure the safeguarding of children from harm, whether inflicted by parents or other caregivers. In alignment with this international framework, the Wales Safeguarding Procedures (2020), emphasise that safeguarding is a collective responsibility, advocating for a collaborative, multi-agency approach to child protection across Wales. This essay will critically examine the advantages and challenges of multi-agency working in safeguarding children, with particular reference to relevant policy, legislation, and theoretical perspectives within education.

The concept of safeguarding originated in the 19th century as a response to the risks faced by workers during the Industrial Revolution. Over time safeguarding expanded to encompass broader social welfare concerns. Child protection and welfare became central in the late 20th century, with the introduction of the Children Act (1989). This legislation established a comprehensive framework for protecting children’s welfare, emphasising the importance of the child’s needs and the responsibilities of parents and the state (Shropshire County Council, n.d.).

In recent decades, safeguarding has evolved from a reactive approach, responding to children already identified as at risk, to a more proactive and preventative model. Social Care Institute for Excellence (2024) identified prevention as a key principles of modern safeguarding. This approach prioritises the creation of safe, supportive environments in settings where children are present, particularly in schools. At the heart of this model is multi-agency working, which encourages coordinated collaboration between health, education, and social care professionals. As Sidebotham et al. (2016) state, “Multi-agency working is key to effective safeguarding and child protection.”

This collaborative approach to service delivery has evolved, in part, as a response to inquiries into several high profile child protection cases, most notably the deaths of Victoria Climbié (Laming, 2003) and Holly wells and Jessica Chapman (Bichard, 2004). These inquiries consistently identified significant failures in inter agency communication and coordination. The Children Act (2004) established a statutory duty for agencies to collaborate in safeguarding and promoting the welfare of children, introducing Multi-Agency Safeguarding Arrangements (MASAs) to formalise this requirement. These arrangements ensure that all relevant agencies share joint and equal responsibility for safeguarding children within their locality, with particular emphasis on effective communication and information sharing, often through Children and Young People’s Partnerships.

In Wales, the Welsh Government proposed further amendments to the Act to promote the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989) as the overarching framework for all service provision. Although this proposal was not adopted by the UK Government, it was implemented in Wales through the introduction of the Seven Core Aims (Welsh Government, 2021), which closely align with the articles of the Convention. As a result, every local authority in Wales has appointed a lead director and lead member for children and young people’s services, ensuring clear accountability and leadership for multi-agency cooperation (Save the Children, n.d.).

Although the introduction of the Children Act (2004) was seen to be “The most comprehensive and far-reaching reform of parliament in living memory.” (Hansard, H.L. Vol. 502, col 488), A serious case review following the death of Baby P recognised that a lack of multi-agency working had contributed to his death leading to the introduction of Working Together to Safeguard Children (HM Government, 2010) introducing statutory requirements for multi-agency working. Consequently, a range of legislative and policy measures have since embedded multi-agency working as a fundamental principle within the child protection system, with the Social Services & Well-being (Wales) Act, (Welsh Government, 2014) including multi-agency working as one of its five core principles, and Wales Safeguarding Procedures (2020) providing a unified framework with an emphasis on multi-agency collaboration.

It is clear from this shift in policy and procedure that multi-agency working is key when working with children and families. However there are multiple models that can be applied for effective working practice. Multi-Agency Panels typically consist of representatives from a diverse range of agencies with practitioners remaining employed by their own organisations meeting regularly under the supervision of a chairperson to discuss children who have been identified as having a potential need for multi-agency support. Panel members may directly handle cases or appoint key workers to lead case management (Cheminais, 2009). Although this approach offers a wealth of experience from multiple agencies, there may be a lack of day to day integration between the multiple services, and between the services, families and the children themselves. 

Multi-agency panels demonstrate coexistence and cooperation, two of the initial degrees of multi- agency working as identified by Cheminais, (2009). However, multi-agency teams where individuals from different agencies work together on a daily basis with shared goals, aims and budgets also meets the degrees of collaboration and co-ordination, Practitioners operate within a framework of shared roles and responsibilities, fostering a strong sense of team identity and collective purpose, while maintaining professional links with their home agencies for supervision, and ongoing training.

In order to reach the final degree of co-ownership, integrated services are required, offering seamless service delivery with holistic support (Ofsted, 2008). Although these services can be complex to establish and resource heavy (Anderson et al., 2016), they provide continued support to families and children who may be at risk of safeguarding issues, with early intervention and ongoing support, locating key professionals such as health workers, psychologists, and youth workers within school settings and facilitating close collaboration with teaching staff enables effective identification and intervention in children’s issues, while minimising disruption to educational experiences (Education Act, 2002). 

With Bronfenbrenner (1979) Ecological Systems Theory identifying the influence of a range of social systems on a child’s personal experiences, safeguarding has moved away from the historical idea that risk of harm to children comes mainly from the child’s home environment. Firmin (2020) recognises multi-agency working as one of the four core parts to their Contextual Safeguarding Framework. Multi-agency working should not only be a key part of early intervention safeguarding and child protection of specific individual children, but should also should be a key element of developing proactive safeguarding policy and procedures, promoting awareness of vulnerability relating to the spaces where children spend time (Brandon et al., 2020).

Improved Information Sharing and Communication is a key benefit of multi-agency working, multi-agency panels can gain a fuller picture of the issues affecting an individual child, sharing information on housing issues, attendance and emotional needs in one forum provides a clearer holistic view of any underlying issues which allows clear pathways of support to be identified to meet the needs of the family. According to a report by NSPCC (2025) Information sharing is key to getting the best outcomes for children and their families. However, the Department for Education (2023) found multiple barriers to effective information sharing including issues surrounding a lack of integration between agencies technological systems, this was found to result in the process of gaining information sometimes being slow and inefficient. These issues are less significant with multi-agency teams and integrated services who work together on a day to day basis sharing management, systems and goals. 

Building on this, multi-agency working also brings significant benefits to children’s mental health and behaviour. By enabling early identification of issues and intervention, along with a holistic, coordinated approach, multi-agency teams can ensure that children receive timely and appropriate support tailored to their individual needs. Involving multiple agencies ensures that all aspects of a child’s wellbeing are addressed as stipulated in the Social Services & Well-being (Wales) Act, (Welsh Government, 2014). Integrated services remove the stigma often attached to receiving support, normalising interventions within the school and community environment ensures that children can receive discreet support in a familiar environment. A study by Henderson et al., (2021) found this to be the preferred method of support by young people. 

With the positive impact of effective working on individual’s wellbeing, multi-agency teams should carefully consider the impact that changes in key workers can have on the families they support. Staff vacancies across the various organisations involved in child protection contribute to workforce instability, which in turn can disrupt continuity of care and support. This instability can have a significant negative effect on the mental health and wellbeing of those they support. A study by Murphy (2023) called for systemic changes for child protection workers, improving working conditions and employee support to prevent increased use of agency workers which ultimately would lead to better outcomes for children. 

Cheminais (2008) argues that multi-agency working can reduce workload pressure and improve efficiency among staff. This collaborative approach is often seen as both rewarding and intellectually enriching, as it enables professionals to gain a broader understanding of the roles and responsibilities of other agencies. However, in contrast to Cheminais’s optimistic view, practical experience suggests that multi-agency working can also result in increased workloads and rising demands on already stretched services.

Bilson (2022), citing data from HM Government (2021), found that since the introduction of Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hubs (MASH) in 2010, local authorities have seen a threefold increase in child protection investigations. Despite this sharp rise in activity, the number of confirmed abuse cases has remained unchanged, and there has been no corresponding decrease in serious incidents of abuse. This indicates that higher rates of investigation have not translated into improved outcomes for families, but instead have placed additional pressure on limited resources.

In the wake of the national inquiry into the deaths of Arthur Labinjo-Hughes and Star Hobson (Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel, 2022), Turner (2022) conducted a poll of social workers to explore views on improving child protection. While 16% of respondents identified enhanced multi-agency working as the most critical area for improvement, a much larger proportion of 63% emphasised the need for reduced caseloads. These findings highlight the urgent need to tackle excessive workload pressures as a central priority in efforts to strengthen the safeguarding system.

To manage and prevent the increase in serious child protection issues in England, the Every Child Matters programme (Department for Education, 2003) focused on early intervention to prevent serious issues for families before they become a concern. The launch of Sure Start centres within the community saw multiple early years practitioners working together to identify and support families to avoid potential need for intervention at a higher level in the future (Walker, 2018). This model is delivered in Wales through the Flying Start programme, an integrated service for families with young children in the most disadvantaged areas of Wales (Welsh Government, 2024). Flying Start has shown to lead to improved performance at reception stage and anecdotal evidence suggests that parents believe there have been improvements in their children’s health, development, social skills, and educational outcomes (Adran and Oes, 2009). While England’s Sure Start programme has seen a significant decline in funding over recent years (Carneiro, Cattan and Ridpath, 2024). Welsh Government continues to recognise the value of Flying Start with an increase in spending in recent years (Welsh Government, 2025).

A report by the Department for Education (2021) highlighted that inconsistencies in approach can present a significant barrier to effective multi-agency working. Staff often showed a limited understanding of how to implement collaborative practices, with uncertainty surrounding specific roles and responsibilities of each agency involved. Furthermore, variations in how procedures were applied across services contributed to fragmented practice. The report emphasised that comprehensive cross-agency training is essential to equip staff with the necessary skills, and that co-locating professionals, where possible, can help foster trust and collaboration, an approach closely aligned with the principles of multi-agency teams and integrated services.

If these barriers can be effectively addressed, multi-agency working reinforces a child centred approach which not only supports the key principles of the Wales Safeguarding Procedures (2020) allowing active participation by the child and their family, and always considering the best interests of the child, but also supports the principles of Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological Systems Theory, by not only looking at the interactions between the different microsystems such as home and school, but also through highlighting factors in the child’s exosystemic indirectly impact their development.

In conclusion, the multi-agency model in Wales promotes the welfare of children and young people, aligning closely with Article 19 of the UNCRC (1989) and the principles of the Wales Safeguarding Procedures (2020). Through integration between education, health, and social care sectors, the model supports a proactive and preventative approach to safeguarding, enabling timely intervention and holistic support. While multi-agency working has improved through significant policy developments and high-profile case reviews, its effectiveness is not without challenge. Issues such as inconsistent implementation, information sharing barriers, workforce instability, and rising caseloads can undermine its potential. Nevertheless, the model demonstrates clear strengths, particularly in its capacity to improve communication, provide early intervention, and support mental health and well-being within families. Programmes like Flying Start showcase how integrated services can achieve positive outcomes, particularly in deprived communities. For multi-agency working to fully realise its potential in safeguarding children, systemic improvements in training, resource allocation, and inter-agency collaboration are essential. Ultimately, while challenges remain, the Welsh multi-agency model continues to represent a child-centred, rights-based approach that upholds the welfare of children at both policy and practice levels.
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