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The multi-agency approach for supporting and promoting the well-being of children and young people in Wales has different strengths and shortcomings which continue to prompt important discussions surrounding the effectiveness and challenges of such an approach. The recognition that one practitioner alone cannot holistically meet the complex needs of an individual has made multi agency working a key feature of safeguarding practice, specifically in education and childcare (Ball, McElwee, Devon, & McManus, 2024). This essay will aim to critically explore the strengths and weaknesses of multi-agency working as well as how different models may link to relevant theory and legislation to provide an understanding of what may be done to further increase the effectiveness of safeguarding practice. 
As detailed in ‘Working Together to Safeguard Children’ (2023), the multi-agency approach is the expectation of different agencies working collaboratively to support children and young people to ensure their safeguarding needs are met (HM Government, 2023).  This method of support is relatively new in child protection as it takes a person-centred approach, having open communication with the service users and discussing what they believe it is they need and incorporating this information into a plan for multiple agencies to review and uphold as the process goes on. This is a contrast from the more traditional process of seeking out one specialist service and designating this to the user for them to access (Gasper, 2009).
There are different models of a multi-agency approach when supporting safeguarding of a young person which have been utilised to suit the urgency and nature of the safeguarding risk. This includes integrated service models such as Multi Agency Safeguarding Hubs (MASH) and Multi agency panels. The multi-agency panel is just one approach often seen in educational settings such as schools. This is when local representatives of specialised organisations will form a temporary team to gather, discuss, and co-ordinate means of support for an individual in the event of a safeguarding concern. It should be noted that the key aspect of a panel is that it is formed for the purpose of tackling a singular safeguarding issue which has occurred (Contextual Safeguarding, 2025). For example, if a designated safeguarding lead (DSL) has become aware of a child protection issue and made a referral to social services, a child protection conference may be held to discuss the risks to the child's well-being.
In such a panel the objective would be to employ the people who have experience with or a relationship to the service user as this helps them to better understand the specific needs this person may have. For example, general practitioners, police officers, educational psychologists, charity representatives, teachers and the guardians of the child may be a part of the panel as they may have an existing role in the child's welfare.  
Due to the Ad hoc nature of the panel model, one benefit of this way of working is the lack of necessity for a permanent base or infrastructure. This allows the process to be freer flowing and less restrictive in terms of identifying a place for meetings as this does not have to take place at a designated office. A more prominent benefit to the model is the supporting experience which each member brings to the panel in each of their respective fields (Morrison, 2000). This can be especially helpful when dealing with issues surrounding mental health as general practitioners can work closely with youth workers and mental health charities to gain a more holistic understanding of the needs of the service user. For example, CAHMS – an agency under the NHS which supports the mental health and wellbeing of young people, may work together with local authorities, health specialists and various charities to undertake a holistic and more effective approach in its support (Mind, 2025).  
In contrast, a multi-agency safeguarding hub (MASH) is a form of integrated service which can be viewed as a more stable means of support because the safeguarding team with a MASH organisation are already well-established and so have a more effective and efficient working dynamic (West Berkshire Council, 2025).  In MASH, new safeguarding concerns are presented daily, and quicker response can be expected when handling high risk concerns in need of immediate action. However, although this model is effective in emergencies, it is not usually expected to outline support for the long-term unless required to by social services. 
Across all models, when done correctly, the benefits of a multi-agency approach are vast and can have powerful positive impacts on the lives of children and young people.  The advantage of having professionals with different areas of knowledge and experience in child protection is one that cannot be ignored. 
If a social worker can work with a general practitioner to further understand the complex needs of a student with mental health issues, this can inform a more holistic approach in dealing with delicate concerns. Additionally, having an idea of the bigger picture can help professionals to analyse external factors which may be barriers to support methods.  
In addition to the benefits felt by the service user, the aquisition of new perspectives and information can help staff members involved in multi-agency working to grow professionally as they are asked to work collaboratively with colleagues who may be more informed than they are (Carter, Cummings, & Cooper, 2007).


[bookmark: _Int_EyhGW1Qf]In multi-agency working, there are a number of challenges which have emerged. A notable challenge specific to the panel model of multi-agency working is that due to the panel members being specialised and selected for their professional relationship to the service user, staff availability and time constraints can sometimes hinder the process of support (The Open University, 2025). For example, if a staff member was unable to attend a panel meeting due to scheduling issues, it would be in the best interest of the service user to have the meeting rescheduled rather than have a replacement on the panel due to confidentiality issues.  Maintaining confidentiality and protecting personal information may also become challenging when working collaboratively with outside agencies as there may be information which is known only to appropriate persons to prevent any bias in their support (Gasper, 2009). 

When multiple specialists are discussing what they believe to be the correct path forward in offering support, there may be a clash of opinion. While this is a challenge which can slow the process of aiding the service user initially, this may become a positive experience long term as expressing a difference in opinion has been acknowledged as an important factor in knowledge growth which can create a more informed approach when offering support (Howe, Zachariou 2019).  This may also be created due to a difference in priorities within each organisation. For example, a police officer may be more concerned with the overall welfare of the community whereas a social worker may be more focused on the impacts to the family unit (Atkinson, Jones, & Lamont, 2007), 
Finally, in an environment where each member of the panel is valued for their individual expertise, it can be difficult to decide how to manage the process and make important decisions such as deciding when interventions are no longer needed.  In a survey, professionals who have been a part of a multi-agency network were asked what they felt the biggest challenges of this model was, the results show that one of the biggest challenges was Fiscal Resources and understanding Roles and Responsibilities (Appendix A)
Links to theory can be used to praise the multi-agency approach as theorists such as Bronfenbrenner discuss the importance of a child being supported through communication between multiple environments also known as “microsystems” in his ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979).  The relationship between two or more microsystems in aiding the development of a child or young person is referred to by Bronfenbrenner as “Mesosystems”. Strong communication within these systems is argued to strengthen relationships and offer an increased sense of stability for the child as a united effort is made to tackle any concerns that may arise. 

However, in the context of multi-agency working this theory can be subjected to critique as Bronfenbrenner describes the different environments and conditions a child may need to thrive in, but this is more generalised to the sense of community and there is limited instruction for how this can be used in practice when discussing multi agency working. 
When discussing the work of Bronfenbrenner, Tudge suggests that children are indirectly affected by their “Exosystem” which describes what may be happening in the personal lives of the people they are supported by (Tudge, 2017).  An example of this may be that a teacher is having trouble concentrating in school because of difficulties at home and as a result, is unable to notice subtle changes in a student which indicate safeguarding issues are present.  Because of this, it may not be possible to predict how an indirect factor in a child's life may affect them in future and so intervention from multi agency working may not always be effective. While this might be a valid challenge in discussing multi agency intervention, it must be said that limited and co-ordinated support still improves outcomes when compared to an uncoordinated and singular effort to support a young person.
Furthermore, it is important to discuss the different policies which have shaped how multi agency working has enabled children and young people to receive support and how these have evolved over time due to various failures in the system or new information regarding safeguarding. These include Children's Act 2004, Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014, Working together to Safeguard Children 2018 and UNCRC All Wales Child Protection Procedures 2021 (HM Government, 2023).
The Children's Act (2004) was one of the first pieces of legislation which detail the importance of having a collaborative effort between multiple agencies. Local safeguarding boards were made mandatory which meant that every local authority were held accountable for handling of safeguarding practices within their area (Parliament, UK, 2006). To expand on this, the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 created The National Independent Safeguarding Board which serves as a moderator of safeguarding boards across Wales and ensures that all agencies can access advice on best safeguarding practice. This can be linked to multi agency working as safeguarding standards are expected to be followed in accordance with policies and procedures (National Independent Safeguarding Board Wales, 2025).  
In conclusion, it is the opinion of the writer than multi agency working is a mostly beneficial practice in the context of safeguarding and well-being of young people. Since integrated service models such as MASH were introduced as a part of the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014, the ability to quickly and effectively respond to immediate safeguarding concerns has benefitted service users greatly. More case specific models such as multi-agency panels have also proven to be successful in improving outcomes despite challenges for across all models of multi-agency approaches such as funding, difficulties in communication and uncertainty regarding management.  If improvements to funding, training and procedures were implemented by the government, multi-agency working could act as a more resourceful and effective means of intervention. 


Appendices 
Appendix A) - Main Challenges of multi-agency working survey (Atkinson et al, 2002).
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‘main challenges they faced, and responses were clustered into seven m
categories. Table 6.1 shows these main categories, which are ranked
according to the frequency with which they were cited. Each of these is
now discussed in tum.

Table 6.1 Key challenges to multi-agency working

Interviewees

No. %
Main challenge (N=139)

Fiscal resources 3
Roles and responsibilities £
Competing priorities 2
Non-fiscal resources (time, staff, space) 19
Communication 14
Professional and agency cultures 10
Management 10

A mudiiple-response question; thercfore,percentages may not sun 10 100
Source: Interviews in Phase Tiwo of NFER studs, 2001
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