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

The intention of this essay is to discuss the challenges posed by multi-agency working and to evaluate the multi-agency aspect of one initiative. This essay will begin by defining what multi-agency working is, outlining its origins and identifying the policies which have led to its development. Using evidence from a number of different sources the challenges and barriers faced when agencies work in partnership with one another will be discussed.  Moving on, the different ways in which agencies can work together will be outlined, highlighting the characteristics and the challenges posed by each method.  The next step will be to research and write in more detail about a single multi-agency project. The project will be used as an example to demonstrate how its multi-agency method of working can be used to achieve the aims and objectives of the project. Information from different sources will be discussed to identify any challenges that are faced and, to identify positive outcomes that there may be as a result of multi-agency working.
Multi-agency  working is a method used to offer a range of different services who work together collaboratively around the needs of the child. Multi-agency work uses joined up thinking to identify needs, organise and deliver services efficiently to achieve effective outcomes. (Gasper, 2010).
The use of multi-agency working began to emerge in the 1980’s. The Children's Act (1989), refers to Local Authorities using services offered by other providers and voluntary organisations to meet the needs of the child. During the 1990’s there was recognition of the links between poverty, depravation, health and education. According to Gasper (2010), families that were affected by poverty were often linked to several different agencies. For the issues to be addressed effectively these agencies needed to work together. New policies were brought in to raise standards. The Supporting Families Consultation Document (1998) introduced initiatives including Sure Start to support children in their early years and Working Families Tax Credits. One of the aims set out in this document was to develop school setting groups with collaboration and co-operation between education staff, health visitors and school nurses. (Ministerial Group on the Family, 1998)
In 2003 the green paper Every Child Matters highlighted problems with the lack of communication and the lack of sharing of information between different agencies as one of the failings in the case of Victoria Climbie. The government set out proposals that included that there would be improved information sharing between agencies and that a common assessment framework would be introduced so that basic information would follow the child. When a child is known to more than one agency there would be a lead professional designated to ensure there is ‘a coherent package of services to meet the individual child’s needs’ (Government, 2003, pp15.) The paper also set out to introduce multi-disciplinary teams to provide a quicker service and to remove barriers between agencies.
Multi- Agency working provides many benefits to the children and their families,  The Lamings Report (2003), found that families were having to repeat themselves when they saw different professionals. It was recognised that ‘Often families don’t understand the roles and responsibilities of the different agencies’ (DfCSF, 2009. pp3). By offering one point of contact with a lead professional, as seen in multi-agency working, makes accessing services quicker easier for the individual, this improves relations between them (DfCSF, 2009). 
A report by the Home Office found that by co-ordinating services there can be an improved allocation of resources and duplication can be avoided. This does not necessarily mean however, that there will be a decrease in overall costs or workloads. (Home Office, 2014). By working together professionals can develop a greater understanding of the work undertaken by other agencies and this in turn can create better working relationships. Individual professionals can gain valuable experience from multi-agency work that can aid their professional development and their career progression (DfCSF, 2009). 
Working together can improve early intervention this can lead to better outcomes for the child as by getting specialist support earlier can prevent the need for more intensive intervention at a later date (Home Office, 2014). By collaboration, the agencies involved can establish common aims and work towards shared outcomes with the needs of the child being the main focus (Doherty and Kinder, 2002). 
According to the Home Office (2014), professionals working in multi-agency situations can improve the services that they deliver as they are exposed to scrutiny and regular review which can be beneficial to improving practice.
Even though there are many advantages to multi-agency work, there are still many barriers that need to be overcome when put into practice for it to work efficiently. A study carried out by Atkinson etal (2002) found that there are often differences between the agencies, as often they have different priorities.  The boundaries between the roles that the different agencies play can become blurred with no clear definition for the contribution that each agency is required to make. The study found that generally this was seen as positive aspect as it requires closer collaboration and shared responsibilities enhancing the ethos of working together. Some professionals in the study did not share this view and believed that ‘maintaining distinct roles was crucial in allowing individual agencies to make a valuable and unique contribution’ (Atkinson et al, 2002. pp1). A review of multi-agency working carried out by Bristol University (2004) reported that differences between agencies led to implications in policy and in delivering practice.
Physical boundaries can in some cases cause a problem. E.g. local authorities and health boards cover different geographical areas (Home Office, 2013).
I.T services can be a barrier in multi-agency work. The different agencies all have their own I.T systems and often these can be incompatible with each other (Sloper, 2004). According to a report from the Home Office (2014), regarding multi-agency working, integrated I.T services do not work in practice and are not feasible. It was stated in Every Child matters that 'The Government will set out common data standards on the recording of information so that data can be easily transferred between agencies.' (Home Office, 2003. pp.56) This could suggest that one of the aims set in Every Child Matters to 'removing the technical barriers, to ensure that different electronic systems are able to exchange information' (Home Office, 2003. pp.55) is still on-going in terms of being put into practise.

Improving the sharing of information was another measure set out in Every Child matters (Home Office, 2004).  This is still seen as barrier according to a Home Office report (2014) which highlights that  in some cases professionals do not always fully understand exactly which information needs to be shared. The report also suggests that sometimes there are anxieties shown by the families around information being shared between the different agencies that work with them.

The effectiveness of multi-agency work can be difficult to measure. Sloper (2004), suggests that there is little evidence into the effectiveness of multi-agency concepts working for the user. A more recent report from the Home Office (2014) also suggests that there is no set way of assessing the performance of multi-agency work and that the way in which success is evaluated still needs more consideration and further development.

The way in which agencies are currently working together can be classed into three different models, These are multi-agency teams, a multi-agency panel and integrated services. According to a review published by a Local Authority not all services will fit directly into just one of the models. The models can be identified by looking at key characteristics (Local Authority, 2018).

A multi agency panel is made up of different professionals who cover a range of different services. These professionals each remain employed by their home agencies, this means that they do not need to set up a permanent base and they meet up at agreed intervals. A designated professional will usually take on the role of co-ordinator of the panel and will undertake the arrangement of these meetings. They usually discuss individual cases when they meet. Challenges faced by this model are that the professionals do not always meet up on a regular enough basis, this can in cases make it difficult to establish good working relationships. By remaining employed and based with their home agencies, the professionals usually identify themselves as part of their home agency, as oppose to being a member of the panel. Workloads and time management can be a barrier as the home agencies do not allocate enough time for the individuals to carry out their work in relation to the panel. This can be a particular problem for the person who has the role of co-ordinator. An example of working in this way can be found in the local authority's inclusion panel (Local Authority, 2018).

Multi-agency team is a model where the professionals involved are either recruited by the team or are seconded  to it from their home agency. This approach gives the multi-agency work more recognition from the professionals as they tend to identify themselves as being part of the team. The team will have a designated team leader and in some cases the team may share a base. A multi-agency team will work with a broad range of services for, individuals, groups, families and school networks. Workload can remain a challenge to those who work as part of a multi-agency team and extra people may be required to manage human resources and administrative work. Communication is generally more straight forward when professionals work in a multi-agency team as oppose to a panel but problems can still occur when there is not a shared base (Local Authority, 2018).

Integrated services provide to the user, a range of services that come together and are located in a shared hub within the community. Service hubs can meet the needs of individuals , groups and the wider community as the services within them can address a range of issues that are easily accessible to the user. Integrated services can enhance the flow of information sharing and communication and can bring together the skills of each individual agency. To be successful integrated services require individuals to open up to a new way of thinking in order to work collaboratively, sharing a view and the knowledge of the purpose that the hub services aims to provide to its users (Local Authority, 2018).

Flying Start is a multi-agency project that was first introduced by the government in Wales in 2006. Flying Start is targeted at families living in deprived areas (Welsh Government, 2009). 'Child poverty is associated with significantly poorer outcomes in attainment, health, aspirations and longer-term life-chances' (Welsh Government, 2010). The need for targeted interventions to improve the outcomes for children and families living in deprived areas has underpinned many government policies including Children and Young People: Rights to Action. (Welsh Government, 2004) , A fair future for our children: The Strategy of the Welsh Assembly Government for Tackling Child Poverty. (Welsh Government, 2005) and the Childcare Strategy for Wales. (Welsh Government,2005).

Flying Start aims to work with pre-school children and their parents so that the children can gain essential skills in preparation for when they start school. It is intended that through the Flying Start programme their educational attainment can be improved along with their long term outcomes (Welsh Government, 2009).

Flying Start is available from a range of providers that meet government criteria including providers in the voluntary, private and maintained sectors. Flying Start is accessible through the mediums of English and Welsh. (Welsh Government,2009).

Research carried out by the Welsh Government (2009) found that children who attend pre-school education have improved intellectual attainment and social skills by age three. However the research also showed that pre-school children who are exposed to being in a group care setting at high levels during this time showed an increase in undesirable social behaviours . Taking this into consideration, Flying Start offers a part-time provision. (Welsh government, 2009).

The Flying Start programme intends 'to provide both early years care and education to develop a strong partnership with families and other services that cater for young children' (Morris and Willis, 2013. pp1.) By focusing on early identification of needs and early intervention it is hoped that children in Flying start areas can benefit from improved language skills, cognitive development, social and emotional development and an improvement in general health (McCrindle and White, 2010). Flying Start does this by offering free part-time childcare for children aged 2-3. Flying start also provides an enhanced health visitor service, parenting support programmes and early language development programmes. (Morris and Willis, 2013).

The way in which Flying Start operates varies between different areas (McCrindle and White, 2010), in some areas , Flying start provision is based on a multi-agency team model but many other areas are working at or towards integrated services. Where flying start is offering an integrated service it has been reported that there is an increase in the speed in which the needs of the individuals are met, there is better sharing of information and there is better management of the programme with services more accessible. (Morris and Willis, 2013).It could be argued that the variation in the way that Flying Start services are delivered is not a sign of inconsistency, but instead shows that the government guidelines for flying start allow flexibility to meet the specific needs of each area locally (McCrindle and White 2010).

The sharing of information is still seen as a challenge by Flying Start teams, both internally between different practitioners involved in the project and also externally with outside agencies and other projects (Morris and Willis, 2013).

Geographical boundaries have also been a challenge. In some areas it was found that school catchment areas and eligible postcodes for Flying Start did not match up. To solve this issue, the Welsh Government clarified that the catchment areas of the relevant schools would define the geography so that it could easily be understood by the families. The eligible Flying Start children would be naturally progressing into that school and it would be beneficial to the school assisting it in becoming community focussed in and delivering a multi-agency approach (McCrindle and White, 2010). Concern has been raised that the boundaries of Flying Start areas mean that there are some children that live in pockets of deprivation who do not benefit from flying start and have an equal need or, in some cases, greater need for the provision (Bevan Foundation,(2015).

There are many professionals involved in flying start and many areas have a mix of professionals such as Health Visitors, Speech and Language Therapists, childcare/education providers, School Nurse, Midwives and other various health workers(Morris and Willis, 2013). The Local authority has a Childcare Advisory Team who support the settings in the area providing childcare to Flying Start children to monitor and develop good practice. The Health Visitor in the area is supported by a team of Community Nursery Nurses who work with both groups and individuals. There are two Flying Start Midwives who offer support during pregnancy and the early post-natal period. The Speech and Language Team work with all children in Flying Start to support their speech and language development. They can identify problems and work with other Flying Start staff to ensure that they to know how to identify children who may need extra support. They can provide them with strategies and interventions. The Speech and Language Team also provide support and strategies to parents enabling them to help their children develop. Language and Play (LAP) groups and support is available through Flying Start for those with children aged 6 weeks to 3 years. Baby Massage groups are also available. (Local Authority, 2018).

The effectiveness of Flying Start can be difficult to measure. This is due to the fact that Flying Start is not the only project operating to tackle poverty and improve the outcomes for children in deprived areas (Morris and Willis, 2013). In a report, one Local Authority in Wales identified Flying Start as one of four integrated multi-agency programmes that it provides to improve the outcomes for children, families and young people. (Local Authority, 2018). Research carried out on behalf of the Welsh Government (2013) evaluated the impacts of Flying Start, covering social/emotional development, cognitive development and physical development. The results were that the outcomes for children in Flying Start were no different than those shown in non-Flying Start children. The Flying Start children had started at a lower base rate. The report concluded that this showed a positive impact as a result of the Flying Start programme as the Flying Start children had a lower base rate at the start of the study (Dobie, D'Souza, Knibbs, and Pope, 2013).  

According to McCrindle and White (2010), Flying Start is proving to be an effective project as it is successfully working with families who are hard to engage and have high levels of need. Through Flying Start, early intervention is being achieved along with the identification of broader issues. Flying Start has established an efficient and established multi-agency approach and there is a strong take up of the services available through the programme. The longer benefits of Flying Start have not yet been seen as flying start did not become fully operational in some areas until 2009 (Morris and Willis, 2013).

To conclude we have seen that multi-agency working in Wales started to appear in government policies during the 1980's. Multi-agency work has become more widespread through further Government legislation as a way forward after the failings in past cases. Multi-agency projects are part of initiatives to tackle the problems linked with children growing up in deprived areas. The aim of Multi-agency work is  for the different agencies involved to share information and work together seamlessly in response to the needs of the child and to keep the child's needs as the focal point of all the work that they do (DfCFS, 2009). 

Multi- agency work sees many factors that impact on the families, agencies and the professionals who are involved. There are many factors that can prove to be a barrier in the way in which agencies work together. Examples have been given as to how some of these barriers have been overcome but it has also been seen that multi-agency working is still evolving and that some barriers such as I.T systems and the sharing of information still require further consideration for them to develop (Morris and Willis, 2013). 

The way in which agencies work together can take different forms. These can be categorised into three models which are multi-agency panels, multi-agency teams and integrated services. Each of these models work differently and each model has its own challenges and benefits(Local Authority, 2018).

The Government funded Flying Start programme has been looked at more closely to demonstrate how a multi-agency project works. Flying Start is aimed at children living in deprived areas to improve their future outcomes in life. Flying Start appears to be working at or towards integrated services in most areas. It works mainly on the focus of early identification of needs and early intervention. It brings together professionals and makes them accessible to work with the children and with their parents. Flying Start also offers free part-time childcare that can provide the children with the skills they need in preparation ready to start school (McCrindle and White, 2010). 

Flying Start is just part of the government's approach to tackle poverty and the long-term benefits are yet to be seen. Reports suggest that Flying Start provides a positive contribution to delivering the aims of the Welsh Government and that it has a developed an effective multi-agency approach in its delivery of services (Dobie, D'Souza, Knibbs, and Pope, 2013).   
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