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Multi-agency support in the early years sector has long been recognised as an essential framework to ensure the well-being, development and protection of young children. Effective collaboration between health workers, social workers, educators and family support services enhances the early childhood experience and contributes to positive long-term outcomes (DfE, 2017). However, while the importance of such collaboration is emphasized in national policies and theoretical frameworks, the practical implementation reveals significant limitations (Atkinson et al., 2007). This literature review will examine the barriers to effective multiagency work, the rationale behind studying this issue, and the implications for early years settings. The central focus is to understand why, despite the endorsement of integrated working, challenges persist and how they affect children's early experiences.
Early years are formative, providing the foundation for lifelong learning and development (Trell, 2011). The significance of intervention during this period cannot be overstated, especially for vulnerable children who may experience adversity such as poverty, neglect or disability (Marmot, 2010). Therefore, ensuring coherent support through multi-agency collaboration becomes essential. This research project is rooted in the belief that all children deserve timely and coherent support. However, literature consistently points out that multi-agency collaboration often fails due to systemic, cultural, and communication barriers (Identifying and understanding these limitations is essential to improve practice and ensure that collaborative strategies meet the holistic needs of children in the early years.
Despite policy emphasis on the provision of integrated services (Munro, 2011; DfE, 2017), practical implementation is often inconsistent. A number of studies identify systemic and structural limitations in multiagency frameworks. Sloper (2004) and Atkinson et al. further argue that inconsistent communication, differing professional values, and lack of role clarity hinder effective collaboration. This is particularly serious in early years provision, where time-sensitive and delayed intervention windows can significantly affect developmental outcomes
Bronfenbrenner's (1979) theory of ecological systems provides a valuable framework for understanding the child within several layers of influence. According to this theory, the child is influenced by direct settings (microsystems), such as the family and nursery, as well as wider systems such as exosystems and macrosystems. Effective multiagency collaboration is needed to align these systems for the benefit of the child.
Vygotsky's (1978) socio-cultural theory also emphasizes the importance of cooperative environments for optimal learning and development. This reinforces the need for professionals from diverse backgrounds to work together to properly scaffold children's development.
One obvious obstacle is communication difficulties between agencies. Differences in language, jargon, and reporting formats can lead to misinterpretation or omission (Brandon et al., 2008). Professionals may also have different understandings of their roles, leading to confusion or conflict over responsibilities (Frost, 2005).
Another challenge is professional identity and hierarchy. Some professionals may consider their contributions to be more significant than others, resulting in a power imbalance that disrupts the collaborative process (Anning et al., 2006). Moreover, a lack of respect or understanding of the value of each profession can jeopardize effective teamwork.
One major limitation yet identified is the disruption of communication. Frost (2005) and Warmington et al. (2004) emphasize that different sectors often use incompatible terms, leading to misunderstandings in case planning and delays in support. Similarly, Hall et al. (2010) suggest that limited collaborative training reduces understanding, reinforcing professional silos.
Another core issue is the lack of consistent funding and resource allocation. As Cameron and Moss (2011) argue, multiagency work is often driven by policy but is practically underfunded. When financial pressures rise, services revert to isolated approaches, with agencies focused internally to meet their statutory obligations (Children's Commissioner, 2018).
Resource constraints are also a significant limitation. Multi-agency work requires time, staffing, and funding, which are often provided sparsely, especially under austerity measures (Children's Commissioner, 2018). This leads to inconsistencies in support and can lead to some children being ignored.
Inconsistent training and professional development across agencies contributes to the lack of shared values and goals. If early years practitioners, health visitors, and social workers are not trained to work collaboratively, they may struggle to function effectively as a team (Carpenter et al., 2007).
Policy and structural issues also hinder collaboration. Constant policy changes and rearrangements can disrupt relationships and prevent continuity of care (HM Government, 2018). Data-sharing procedures and regulations can further impede timely and effective support.
Engagement with children and families in multiagency work is sometimes overlooked. Professionals may assume that cooperation among themselves automatically benefits the child, without adequately involving or listening to the child or family (Cleaver et al., 2004).
These restrictions have real implications for children. Delayed or fragmented support can exacerbate developmental delays or social-emotional issues (Laming, 2009). Children may experience transitions between services or professionals as confusing or distressing, undermining the sense of security and consistency that is essential during early childhood.
Early years practitioners may feel undervalued or pushed to the margins in multi-agency teams, especially when their observations and knowledge of the child are not taken seriously (Rogers and Evans, 2008). This can lead to reduced morale and ineffective service delivery.
Despite the limitations, there are examples of successful multi-agency collaboration. The 'Sure Start' programme showed that when agencies work coherently around a shared vision, outcomes improve (Melhuish et al., 2010). Integrated Children's Centres have also been successful in bringing services together under one roof, promoting easier communication and access (DfE, 2017).
Effective leadership, service colocation, and shared training programs are all cited as factors that facilitate better multiagency work (Leadsom et al., 2013). In addition, the implementation of key worker systems has helped coordinate care for families and reduce confusion.
Given these limitations, it is necessary to examine the real-world experiences of professionals and families involved in multi-agency EY support. The aim of this study is to contribute original insight into how these frameworks operate at the grassroots level, and what barriers are still collectively meaningful. Such findings could inform policy reforms and training models, especially in the wake of growing concerns about early gaps in post-COVID interventions (NS, 2021)

The literature review shows that while multi-agency collaboration is essential for the early-years sector, its effectiveness is hampered by significant limitations. These include communication issues, resource constraints, professional hierarchies, and structural challenges. Exploring these limitations is essential for improving collaborative approaches and ultimately ensuring that all children receive the holistic and timely support they deserve during their most formative years.



































This section outlines the methodological approach, including the selected sample, data collection methods, and data analysis strategies. An in-depth evaluation of the methods chosen and excluded will be included, alongside a discussion of triangles. The purpose of this section is to justify the methodological choices and demonstrate how they align with the aims of the research, as well as to critically consider the strengths and weaknesses of the research plan.

The research adopts a construction model, based on the belief that knowledge is socially constructed through human interaction and experience. This perspective supports the use of qualitative methods, which are ideal for capturing the subjective reality and lived experiences of early years professionals involved in multi-agency work. Constructivism allows the researcher to explore the complexities of collaboration, communication, and professional identity as experienced by participants in their real-life settings (Linc, 1985).

This research will adopt a qualitative approach, best suited to exploring complex social phenomena such as interagency collaboration. Qualitative research allows for an in-depth understanding of the perspectives, experiences and interactions of professionals within the early years sector (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011).

A case study design will be used, focusing on one early years setting in an urban area where multiple agencies are involved in child support. The case study method is appropriate for examining a particular issue in detail within a real-life context (Yin, 2014). Case studies also enable the use of multiple data sources, support triangulation and provide a more comprehensive understanding of the issue.

The selected sample will include:
Five Early Years Practitioners, two Health visitors, two Social Workers, two Speech and Language Therapists and ONE CADY (Special Educational Needs Co-ordinator)

Participants will be selected using deliberate sampling, ensuring that those selected have first-hand experience of multi-agency work in the setting. The setting itself will be a nursery in a socio-economically disadvantaged area, chosen because of the higher likelihood of multi-agency involvement in supporting children.
Bespoke sampling allows the researcher to select participants who are able to provide rich, relevant, and diverse data on the phenomenon being studied (Palinkas et al., 2015). The involvement of different professionals from different sectors ensures a range of perspectives, which is essential when studying for interprofessional collaboration.

This sample has been chosen because children from such areas are more vulnerable and need coherent support. It is during the early years that interventions can have the most meaningful impact (Allen, 2011). The professionals involved play a direct role in shaping these outcomes and can provide valuable insights into the obstacles they face in collaborative practice.

Data collection methods
The main methods of data collection will include:
Semi-structured interviews
Comments from non-participants

Semi-structured interviews allow for guided conversations while providing flexibility for participants to express their opinions. The interviews will be conducted individually with each participant, recorded and transcribed for thematic analysis. The questions will explore participants' understanding of multiagency work, perceived barriers, and examples of successful or failed collaboration.
Interview schedules will be developed based on themes from the literature review and refined through pilot testing with non-participating professionals. This iterative approach ensures that the questions are relevant, clear and able to elicit detailed responses. The interviews will last approximately 45–60 minutes and will take place in a quiet, private space to promote comfort and confidentiality.

Observations will be conducted during multi-agency meetings or collaborative planning sessions, focusing on dynamics, communication styles, and decision-making processes. Observational data will complement the findings of the interview, providing a holistic picture of collaboration in action. Observation checklists will be developed to ensure consistency, and detailed field notes will be maintained.
Observations enable the researcher to capture wordless communication, power dynamics, and real-time interactions that may not be fully revealed through interviews. This approach also provides context to the oral accounts collected from the participants, thereby enhancing the richness of the data.

The interviews rely on self-recorded data, which can be biased by pleasing or socially limited memory. Participants can also tailor their responses to what they think the researcher wants to hear. To minimize these effects, the interviewer will adopt a neutral, non-judgmental tone and will encourage participants to reflect critically on positive and negative experiences.
The observations are limited by the investigator's interpretation and can be affected by the observer's effect, where the participants change their behavior because they are being watched. To mitigate this, the researcher will maintain a non-invasive presence and conduct repetitive observations to increase habitat and reduce reactivity.

Questionnaires were excluded because of their limited ability for examining in-depth perspectives. Although they can reach a large number of participants, they often lack the attitude and flexibility needed to understand complex social processes. In addition, open-ended questions may fail to record the variability in participants' experiences.Similarly
, focus groups were considered but rejected due to a potential power imbalance between different professional roles, which could prevent open discussion. In a group setting, junior staff may feel less confident in expressing critical opinions, especially in the presence of senior colleagues. One-on-one interviews provide a safer and more private space for honest reflection

Triangulation is used to enhance authenticity. By combining data from interviews, observations and documentary analysis (e.g., policy documents, meeting minutes), the research ensures a more comprehensive and credible understanding of the issue (Flick, 2009). This approach reduces reliance on any single data source and allows for cross-sourcing of findings.
Using different methods and sources not only backs up data but also helps identify inconsistencies and contradictions, which can lead to deeper understanding. Triongli supports the reliability of the findings by addressing issues of credibility, reliability, and confirmation (Lincoln and Guba, 1985).

The data is analysed using thematic analysis, following a six-step process (2006) Braun and Clarke:
1. Familiarity with the data
2. Creating initial codes
3. Search for themes
4. Review themes
5. Defining and naming themes
6. Generating the report
Codes and themes will be derived inductively, allowing patterns to emerge from the data without imposing assumed categories. Software can be used to manage and analyze data more efficiently, especially for organizing large amounts of textual data.
The coding process will be iterative, with constant comparison across interviews and observational data. Themes are refined through discussion with supervisors and peer researchers to reduce researcher bias and improve analytical rigor.

The researcher recognizes their position as an early years practitioner and a postgraduate student. While this status provides valuable contextual understanding, it also risks biased data interpretation. To counteract this, keeping a diary to oneself throughout the research process is used to record personal assumptions, decisions, and emotional responses.
Ethical relevance, involves the ongoing questioning of the power dynamics, representation, and potential impact of the research. The researcher will strive to be transparent, respectful and accountable when interacting with participants, maintaining an ethical commitment to no harm.

The selected qualitative and case study-based methodology is suitable for exploring the subtle limitations of multiagency support in early years settings. Through the use of interviews and observations, and improving authenticity through triangulation, this research seeks to provide a rich and reliable understanding of how collaborative practices can be improved. The study will build a foundation and a rigorous ethical approach to ensure that those findings are credible and meaningful. Through this methodological design, the research will contribute to the valuable goals, from the goals and objectives to the individual, improving what is ultimately effective.

















Conducting research in early years settings requires a sound and reflective ethical framework due to the fragile nature of the target group and the responsibility of researchers when working with professionals who support young children. The following section provides a comprehensive overview of the ethical considerations guiding the study on the limitations of multiagency support and approaches to early years. The main ethical pillars—respect for people, humility, powerlessness, and the formation of justice form the foundation of this 2001 project (Beauchamp & Childress, 2001).

Informed consent will be thoroughly affirmed throughout this research process. All adult participants—early years practitioners, health visitors, social workers, speech and language therapists, and CADY (Additional Learning Needs Coordinator)—will receive a detailed information leaflet for participants outlining the purpose, scope, benefits, and potential risks of the study. This leaflet will be written in clear, jargon-free language to ensure accessibility and understanding.

Consent forms are provided for participants to sign before participating. These forms will include statements confirming voluntary participation, the right to withdraw at any time without any consequence, and how the data will be used, stored and destroyed. Participants will also have the opportunity to ask questions before participating and will be informed that they may refuse to answer any question during the interview or ask for any part of the observation to be suspended.

Informed consent is an ongoing process, not a one-time event. Therefore, confirmation of consent will be carried out at the beginning of each interview or observation session. If at any time the participant shows distress or distress, the researcher will pause and revisit the consent process to ensure that the participant's comfort and independence are maintained.

In the case of observing multi-agency meetings, all current individuals will be notified in advance and will be asked to sign consent forms. If no individual consents, observations will not continue. This ensures respect for each individual's independence and comfort.

Confidentiality and non-disclosure of names are essential to protect participants and maintain trust. All data collected will be anonymous using pseudonyms. Any information that could reveal who you are will not be included in the final report, and contextual details that could unintentionally reveal the identities of participants—such as the names of specific schools or events—will be modified or excluded.
Transcripts and notes will be stored on encrypted, password-protected, and stored on university-approved secure cloud systems. Any hard copies of notes or consent forms will be stored in locked cupboards available only to the investigator. Only the researcher and academic supervisor will have access to raw data.

Participants will be instructed not to mention confidential details about children or families by name. If such information is unintentionally disclosed, it will be edited during the transcription process. A clear data handling protocol will be adhered to throughout the study in accordance with the university's ethical guidelines and the Data Protection Act (2018).

For the Participants:
 The emotional well-being of participants is a critical concern. Interview topics may touch on sensitive issues such as child protection failures or professional disagreements. The researcher will use open-ended, non-traditional questions to explore questions about experiences in a sensitive manner. Participants will be assured of their right to end the interview or skip questions without having to justify their choice.
Information on support services—including internal workplace wellbeing contacts and external counselling services—will be provided before and after the interviews. Where necessary, feedback sessions will be offered to help participants process any difficult emotions caused by those involved.

To the Researcher:
 Due to the sensitive nature of the subject, the researcher may experience emotional fatigue or secondary trauma. Regular academic supervision will provide a safe space to reflect on emerging challenges. In addition, the researcher will maintain a meditative diary to record emotional responses and adopt strategies for self-care.
If the researcher feels overwhelmed, university counseling services will be used. This preventative recognition of emotional burden aims to support the researcher's mental health and ensure that ethical standards are not jeopardized by emotional distress

To the University:
 The university is responsible for maintaining ethical honesty and protecting all parties involved in the research. Ethical approval is sought from the university's ethics committee before data is collected. This application will include all interview guidelines, participant information sheets, consent forms, and risk assessments.
A Data Management Plan will also be introduced outlining how data will be stored, accessed and destroyed. Any adverse events or ethical concerns that arise during the course of the research will be reported to the ethics board immediately. Regular updates will be provided to academic supervisors and heads of departments, ensuring that the university remains informed and accountable throughout the research process.
The research will adhere to the UK General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) 2018 and the Data Protection Act 2018. Personal data will only be reduced and falsified where possible for specific, lawful purposes relevant to the objectives of the research.
The retention schedule will be in line with university policy: audio recordings will be deleted after transcription and authentication; transcripts and analysis documents will be retained for five years in encrypted formats, after which they will be securely destroyed. Consent forms will be stored separately from data to prevent the association of identities with research content.

Although this study is not about direct interaction with children, it is possible to discuss the nature of the research—in conducting interagency collaborative research in the early years. In such cases, the investigator is required to act ethically and legally.
If any participant discloses information suggesting that a child is at risk of harm, the investigator will follow appropriate safeguarding procedures. This includes reporting concerns to the relevant safeguarding officer at the setting and notifying the academic supervisor. Participants will be informed of this duty of protection before the interviews begin.
In addition, the researcher will complete safeguarding training as required by the university and/or research location to ensure that they can respond appropriately and responsibly to any concerns raised.

Given the hierarchical nature of multi-agency teams, power dynamics could affect the openness of participants during interviews. To counter this, the researcher will foster a neutral and supportive environment by conducting interviews in informal, private situations and ensuring that participants remain confidential and will not affect their professional position.
Efforts are made to treat all participants equally, regardless of their professional role. The interview process will be collaborative, with encouragement to share as much or as little as they feel comfortable. Questions will avoid critical language and instead invite reflection.

Equity and diversity are central to ethical research. The study will include participants regardless of their gender, ethnicity, religion or ability. Information sheets and consent forms for participants will be available, with adjustments being provided if participants have additional communication needs.
If English is not the first language, translations or interpreters will be available. The aim is to remove all barriers to participation and ensure that all voices can be heard and valued within the multi-agency system.
Participants will have the opportunity to review the transcripts of their interviews to ensure their accuracy and to make any changes. A summary of the findings will be shared with all participants and those involved in the early years placement. Where appropriate, the findings will also be presented in accessible formats such as visual summaries or slide presentations for staff briefings.
The aim of the research will be to inform and improve practice. Therefore, the dissemination work will be planned with input from the participating setting, ensuring that the results are meaningful and beneficial to practitioners, children and families alike.

Ethical considerations underpin every step of this research project, from planning to dissemination. The rigorous approach to informed consent, confidentiality, risk reduction, safeguarding and compliance with legislation reflects a commitment to the ethical integrity and well-being of participants. By building trust and respect, this research not only protects those involved but also improves the credibility and impact of its findings. Ultimately, the goal is to contribute to a more effective and compassionate system of multi-agency support that addresses the needs and rights of children in their formative years.
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