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What do you consider to be the main benefits of and challenges for multi-agency working?
This essay is focused on social care services specifically looking at children in care. This will identify the benefits and challenges faced by multi-agency workers and successes and failures of multi-agency working. There will also be a focus on the policies and legislation in place to protect children within the care system. Included are safeguarding issues that all involved should be working together to prevent. There will be examples of the severity of what can happen when multi-agency working is not successful as there have been key events in recent history that has altered policies to prevent a recurrence. 
Multi-agency working is defined as “work across organisations to deliver services to people with multiple needs.” (Scie, 2010) This is a strong focus of all elements of social care services. Each individual child may come with their own challenges and have individual needs that need to be addressed by varying organisations. When effective multi-agency working can make large changes for the child involved and can be harmonious. However, when there are failings within the system there can be serious consequences for those involved. This has been seen in recent events promoting a change in legislation. 
When looking at children in care the key issue that presents is that of safeguarding. This is something that should be the primary focus of all agencies involved with a case as the overriding responsibility is on protecting the child involved from any mistreatment or harm while they are within the care system. The key to successful safeguarding is a child-centred approach. This way the overriding focus is on the child’s welfare and all decisions should have a thought process of how this will affect their safety and overall care. Within the care system children are vulnerable to being exposed to mistreatment or abuse from a variety of avenues, this can include their own family and it is essential that all organisations involved collaborate and communicate while assessing the risk of a child’s interaction with individuals that may place them at risk. It is also vital that all individuals involved in the child’s case knows the history of issues and that they follow up on any complaints or issues the child may mention. 
Multi-agency work is seen regularly with children in care from the moment the care order is placed into action. A clear example of this can be seen with the holding of a looked after case review (LAC Review.) These are meetings held at various points within a child’s time within the care system, the frequency of which decided by what stage of the care system a child sits within. During these reviews all professional bodies involved in the child’s life should meet to discuss the progress being made and any issues to be made note of and addressed. This often involves the child, their parents or guardians, a member of the school, their foster carers, the social worker of the child and the independent reviewing officer. This is a prime example of multi-agency working as all individuals within the room are there to discuss the best next steps for the child involved. 
There is a significant amount of legislation and policies that all those involved in multi-agency work should adhere to. This ensures that each child is provided with the same high level of care and that each organisation is working in harmony to provide a consistent level of care and that nothing is missed or slips through unnoticed. The main policies and acts that promote co-operation between agencies and the provide the focus on the children’s rights are the Children’s Act 1989 and 2004, Children and Social work 2017, The Equality Act and the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. These acts all come together to form a picture of rules that all working within a multi-agency setting should adhere to in an attempt to promote successful working practices. 
Section 17 of the 1989 Children’s Act places the obligation upon the relevant local authority “to safeguard and promote the welfare of children within their area who are in need” (The Children’s Act, 1989).This clearly states that the responsibility is on the local authority to secure services to ensure that the child’s welfare is paramount, and that the priority is on them to safeguard that child’s life. 
Within the same act there is also section 47 which allows the local authority to investigate into any situation where they have suspicion that a child is being harmed or is liable to be exposed to harm. Both sections place the responsibilities on the organisations involved to ensure that the child is happy and safe while they work on whatever issues or problems caused the child to come into their care or to be monitored. This is a key act in multi-agency as it establishes a foundation for all agencies and organisations to adhere to in order to protect the child’s welfare. 
The 2004 Children’s Act enforces the prior mentioned focus on child welfare and heightens the duty upon the local authority to ensure that all organisations involved co operate with the best interest of the child in focus. This ensures that all agencies work together harmoniously, and that good safeguarding practise is followed, and the child welfare is considered paramount to success. 
The Children and Social Work 2017 Act imposes a higher focus on the efficacy of multi-agency work succeeding in placing the child’s needs first. It also provides a focus on the police force and local authority to work with local organisations to ensure that all children within their area are protected from any harm. 
These three acts all intertwine within multi agency as they focus on the overall welfare of the child and the safeguarding of them. They also promote the working together of all the varying agencies that can be involved with each case in an attempt to prevent any significant problems occurring or any harm and dangers coming to the child. 
The Equality Act 2010 promotes equal rights for all including children. This prevents any child from being discriminated against due to race, disability or any other issues. This act ensures that each child is treated with equal rights and does not experience any form of discrimination from any organisation or individual involved in their care. This in turn prevents any child from being overlooked and mistreated due to an uncontrollable factor within their lives meaning they are all able to access the same help and services when needed. 
 The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) is a key piece of legislation for all organisations and individuals who work with children in care should know and adhere to. The articles all focus on the protection of the child’s welfare and wellbeing in all situations. Article three focuses on the child’s best interest being at the forefront of any decisions made or any actions undertaken. This is important as during any process the child’s needs should be the primary focus to ensure that the decisions made are the best they can be for the child. This ties in with article twelve and thirteen which both support the child’s right the be heard and the right to freedom of expression consecutively. By the child being supported to speak their truth and what their overriding feelings are all organisations can come together to ensure that wherever possible the needs of the child are respected and listened to. It is important within multi agency that all organisations involved are on the same page and that the information is shared appropriately adhering to data protection to ensure that only the relevant people are hearing the relevant information. 
Article thirty-six prevents any child’s welfare being affected by prejudice or exploitation. This is something that is essential to keep in mind when working with children and ties into the Equality Act 2010 in ensuring that a child is not effected by any type of discrimination or prejudice from either their home environment or the professional organisations or individuals that are involved within their care. 
Further to this article thirty-seven is in place to make sure that “no child shall be subjected to torture” (UNCRC 1990) .,This is a key thing for all involved in a child’s care to be aware of and to report immediately any suspicions. This also covers and degrading treatment or inhuman punishment. With a good multi agency team any suspicion of this should be immediately addressed and dealt with before it becomes a negative situation for the child to be within.  
There are many benefits to multi-agency working within the children in care sector. The first of which is the fact that there are more individuals involved within the care of the child and thus there is a higher chance of any abuse and neglect being picked up quickly. There is also the possibility that the higher volume of people involved provide more chances for a child to speak up about any problems they have or any mistreatment they are experiencing. 
With having a multitude of agencies working together to look after the child’s welfare there should be less mistakes made and there is a bigger team for others to feed opinions and suggestions of next steps to take. This will mean each child will have a team making decisions rather than one individual. 
A further advantage of multi-agency working is that process can be quicker and more efficient, as long as the network of agencies and organisations are tightly linked and keep each other in contact and updated regularly there is no need for one individual to be waiting forever for a response that others can help chase. This also means there is a quicker turnaround in dealing with any safeguarding issues and there are less things put down and forgotten about due to heavy caseloads.  By bringing multiple organisations together in complex cases there is an increased amount of voices, opinions and views that can alter the way a case is being approached. This is a way of bringing together various areas of intellect and strengths which allows for a more informed decisions to be made. 
This can also help if there is key legislation being overlooked by one organisation, there is others there to ensure the correct procedures are being followed and adhered to, an individual becomes accountable to the multi-agency team they are working within meaning less errors are made.  Providing the child is the primary focus the organisations and agencies involved in the case can discuss as a group the best next steps for the individual and are in place to quickly act if there are any significant issues that arise. 
An example of multi-agency teams being effective can be seen within a case study that was completed as part of a study into multi-agency working. During this case study a team met to discuss the needs of the children in care within the education system. This was a chance for the individuals to meet and discuss each child individually and to develop future plans for each child. The attendees were the “the project manager for school improvement, the teacher and the senior education social worker attached to the LAC support team.” (Multi-Agency Working, 2002)
This meeting lasted 120 minutes during which each child’s individuals reports were discussed and debated. There was some discourse between individual members over what responsibilities laid with whom, but this was a minor issue. During the review of the children’s progress information was shared between the team to ensure that there were no gaps in information about the individual which may get lost. This is something that only occurs during successful multi agency working. This then continued to decisions being made as a part of a team and everyone was given a chance to put in some input.
 The benefits of the study for the children included individual attention for each child and that there was improved discussion between the home and school. These are things that will only improve the child’s welfare as all involved in their lives with be on the same page. This further states that by utilizing a multi-agency approach the children involved knew that there was a team of professional individuals all working with the focus on their voice. This was a successful case study in which the children’s needs were the forefront focus of the team and there was clear discussion between the individuals involved. 
However, there are also challenges that multi-agency teams face and there are things that can affect the efficiency of the team and thus can cause unintentional harm to the child involved. In order for a team to work together efficiently they need to share common working values or morals, if they do not this can cause tension within the team. This can also occur if one person within the team is seen to not have the child’s best interests at the focus of their mind, causing friction between those who want the best care possible for the child. 
If there is a breakdown in communication between the team there can be significant problems that quickly arise. The lack of organisation can cause pieces of information to be misplaced and reduced the efficacy of the team. This can also negatively affect the child involved as they may find themselves repeating answers already given that should have been fed back to the team, this can break down the trust bonds between the child involved and the individuals in place to protect their welfare. This can be destructive to the team and to the child. A further issue could arise if the foster parents looking after the child feel as though everyone is disorganised and unfocused. This can create a negative environment in which nothing can be achieved. 
A further issue with multi agency working can be data protection, it is vital that this is adhered to while still sharing the necessary information. An example of an issue that could occur due to disorganisation of the team would be if there is not a designated are for individuals within the team to leave notes and records. If these are left simply on desks or shelves, they are at risk of being picked up by anyone thus breaching data protection. It takes a high level of organisation, communication and diligence to ensure that this does not occur. 
A clear example of the severe consequences of failures of multi-agency is that of the case of Victoria Climbie. Victoria was an eight year old girl who due to failings of the multi-agency system was starved and tortured to death dying of neglect and hypothermia at the hands of her great aunt and boyfriend. This case launched the biggest investigation in British history into the failings of the system. Upon investigation by Lord Laming is was discovered that there was a minimum of twelve occasions when the individuals involved in her case could have saved her life. However due to the breakdown of the multi-agency system in place around her she was not saved.  This case shows how a breakdown in communication and “basic good practise being put into operation” (Laming, 2003) can cause severe detrimental effects to a child who should be protected by those in charge of their care.  Victoria Climbie was entirely failed by a system put in place to protect her, she was known to four social services, two child protection teams and a variety of other authorities at the time of her death, all of whom failed to prevent and identify the torture she was experiencing. Since Victoria’s death there was 108 recommendations made on how to fully prevent such a tragedy occurring again. 
In conclusion, there are many benefits and challenges to multi-agency working within the children in care sector. Whilst there have been great failings in the system as seen with Victoria Climbie there is still an argument for the good that can come from multi-agency work. Providing conversation is kept open and all organisations and agencies keep person focused on the child they are in place to look after then it is a good thing to implement. Further it is essential that any issues are followed up on as swiftly as possible to prevent anything alike Victoria’s case occurring again.  Multi-agency work allows a child to have the highest level of care if everyone involved keeps the aforementioned policies at the forefront of their minds and does not let anyone slip through the cracks. Each child deserves the very best attentive team around them.
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