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

What is the meaning of the term ‘multi-agency’?  In simplistic terms, multi-agency working brings professionals together from a range of agencies to achieve good practice in working together. Promoting a child-centred approach, Welsh Government (2016) states ‘This way of working will help professionals to address the needs of a family from a holistic perspective and can ensure that all parties involved contribute to a plan of action and achieve a care plan which meets all of the child or young person’s needs’.

Multi-agency working is often referred to by using other terms: inter-professional, inter-agency, multi-disciplinary to name but a few.  Meggitt and Bruce (2015) makes reference to multi-agency working as ‘partnership working’, stating it “…involves identifying organisations to work together for a common purpose and setting up a structure for them to meet regularly.  A partnership can be formed between a number of individuals, agencies or organisations with a shared interest.” Sloper (2004) identified three variations of multi-agency practice: multi-disciplinary working, which describes individuals from different departments, working within a single agency; inter-disciplinary working, which involves professionals from different agencies who separately assess the needs of child and family and meet to discuss findings and set goals; and finally, transdisciplinary working, considered to be the more holistic approach of the three, which requires different agencies to work together jointly, sharing aims, information, tasks and responsibilities.   

Regrettably, under the guise of ‘multi-agency working’, each agency or department still insist on retaining a level of independence; some individuality, summed up by Gasper (2010) who states, ‘Key agencies have their own professional language and code, including acronyms, and often employ the same words with completely different meanings’.  The author questions the necessity of making the goal of protecting children even more challenging, by adding, what the author considers to be, unnecessary obstacles.  Would it not be possible for different agencies to use the same terminology? It would certainly be one less barrier to overcome.  

Another barrier is that of agencies, or individuals within agencies, being resistant to change.  If a person or agency has always worked a certain way, they may find it difficult to adapt, causing issues with co-operation, and the sharing of information, which, in turn, impedes progress.  As highlighted by Gasper (2010), “More than one tragedy has been shown to be the direct result of failures of professionals to communicate and to take responsibility for seeing through concerns raised by one or more person or agency.” Learning from experience is advocated, however far too many policies and procedures have been conceived through devastating and preventable incidents, within which insufficient sharing of information has been a major factor.

Every Child Matters (2003), a government green paper, was developed through the response to the inquiry into the shocking and tragic death of eight year old Victoria Climbié in February 2000; a consequence of one of the most notorious cases of multiple agency failure (Communities Care, 2005).  Climbié tragically died in 2000, after enduring months of physical abuse that remained undetected by various agencies.  Police, social services and health professionals were aware of concerns for this child, yet Climbié had one hundred and twenty eight separate injuries on her body at the time of her death.  After the conviction of Climbié’s guardian, her great aunt Marie-Thérèse Kouao, and Kouao’s boyfriend, Carl Manning, an inquiry was undertaken by Lord Laming, into the circumstances leading up to Climbié’s untimely death.  Thus, Every Child Matters was published, and the Children’s Act 2004 was passed as a result.  The policy aims to protect children such as Climbié, who have previously ‘fallen through the cracks,’ by using multi-agency working to meet the needs of children and protect them from harm (Department for Education and Skills, 2003).

The process of recruiting individuals who work with children and vulnerable adults received an overhaul after the deaths of ten year old schoolgirls, Jessica Chapman and Holly Wells in 2002.  This case was yet another tragedy that could have been prevented.  In August 2002 the two ten-year olds went missing from their home in Soham, Cambridgeshire, only for their bodies to be found less than two weeks later in a ditch at Lakenheath, Suffolk.  School caretaker, Ian Huntley, was found guilty of the murders and it was later revealed he had been investigated for sexual offences prior to working in the school.  Huntley had been able to work with children in a school environment as these investigations had not resulted in a conviction.  Sir Michael Bichard conducted an independent inquiry, questioning the recruitment process into candidates who apply to work with vulnerable groups such as children, and also the background checks involved in this process.  The Vetting and Barring Scheme (VBS) was set up in 2009, as a result of Bichard’s recommendations, and administered by the Independent Safeguarding Authority (ISA).  Further changes came in 2012, when the functions of the ISA and the Criminal Records Bureau (CRB) were merged, forming the current Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS).   DBS (2012) ensure more thorough checks are carried out by one individual agency as opposed to two, in an attempt to form a more detailed picture of a person’s suitability to work with children and other vulnerable groups. 

Five years after the production of Every Child Matters (2003), a 17 month old toddler, Peter Connelly; referred to as Baby P, died after what was subsequently discovered to be nine months of abuse.  Again, multi-agency failure was a major factor, as it was later established that Connelly had been visited by various professionals and was the subject of a child protection plan, yet the abuse carried out by Connelly’s mother and her boyfriend continued undetected.  As if the details of the case were not upsetting enough, the fact that this occurred in the same borough as the death of Victoria Climbié five years earlier, was even more reprehensible.  Extensive analysis of child protection procedures in England ensued, with a second inquiry conducted by Lord Laming.  As a consequence of Laming’s latest recommendations, the government set up the Social Work Taskforce and the Social Work Reform Board to encourage recruitment, training and supervision in this field, as it was felt that the issues identified lay in the failure of multi-agency practice rather than policy (Community Care, 2005).

With such significant, preventable tragedy occurring, it is refreshing to see that the Welsh Government fund a number of schemes that are available to help children, young people and their families, on the basis that ‘it is important that children in Wales are brought up in a secure, loving home’ (Welsh Government, 2018).  Family Information Service (FIS, 2008) was launched in 2008 and can be found in every county in Wales.  Providing free information, support and advice about local services available for families and carers, FIS (2008) are often the first point of contact for a range of family issues relating to young people from birth, up to the age of twenty-five.  Flying Start (2006) was launched as part of the Welsh Government’s Tackling Poverty Agenda (2013).  Available in the more underprivileged areas of Wales, Flying Start offers free childcare to children from birth to three-years old, along with formal parental support in the form of parenting programmes.  Some Flying Start communities also have access to speech and language therapists as part of the support package they offer, to increase life chances for children in these areas. Families First (2011) work with families to help establish the support required to enable a family to succeed and flourish.  An array of support can be obtained, although this varies from borough to borough, as each local authority is permitted to adapt the Families First (2011) model to meet the specific needs of families in their local area.  Children First (2017) works with communities to address local issues such as the type and number of amenities available for children and young people in certain neighbourhoods, to try and reduce the impact of living in socially disadvantaged areas.  The scheme is currently being piloted in five welsh counties. 
After careful consideration, the author has chosen to concentrate specifically on a multi-agency called Team Around the Family (TAF, 2011), and evaluate their contribution to the local area.  

[bookmark: _GoBack]Team Around the Family (TAF, 2011) is a multi-agency initiative that caters to families whose needs are broader than one service provider can address single-handedly.  By doing so, the objective is to reduce duplication in the support received.  TAF (2011) is a critical component of the innovative programme, Families First (2011), which promotes support for families by multi-agencies in all local authorities, particularly stressing the importance of early intervention for families, predominantly those living in poverty.  TAF (2011) is currently available in all welsh local authorities and aims to ensure that not only are a family’s needs assessed, but also their strengths, providing a more positive approach.  Any needs are identified early, to prevent potential problems from escalating beyond a manageable point.    
Team Around the Family (2011) is a partnership comprising of ‘core members’ that are selected from the voluntary sector, community nursing, the Attendance and Wellbeing Service, housing, and Social Services, along with Police and Community Safety, and multiple other divisions.  Additional members may be assembled on a case-by-case basis, depending on the individual needs of the family.  These additional members could be drawn from Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services (CAMHS), substance misuse services, adult mental health services, along with individual schools.  Schools are well placed to be involved in a multi-agency initiative such as TAF (2011), as they are often seen as the heart of a community.  Therefore, they are in a good position to help promote an all-inclusive service provision, to assist with the myriad of issues that a family can encounter.  The involvement and input of the family itself is also necessary, allowing family members to share information with relevant agencies, to best suit the needs of the child, young person or family, depending on where the support is required.  The TAF (2011) initiative is based on the idea that flexibility is essential if services working with children and families are to be able to meet their needs.  It is very much a child-centred approach as opposed to placing the emphasis on the service providers.   Referrals for support to Team Around the Family (2011) can come from the school, an external agency working with the family such as social services, or the family itself can place a self-referral.  Referrals do need to fit certain criteria:  families cannot currently be receiving support from Children’s Social Care, there must be a family member under the age of twenty-five living in the referred household, and finally, the unmet needs are unable to be met by a single service provider (Local Authority A, no date).  Once a family has been accepted for TAF (2011) provision, the initiative would usually provide a twelve-week plan of action, reviewing progress after six weeks, but this would be adjustable depending on the family’s requirements.     
Certain families may require support in a multitude of areas, which would involve the services of several partners associated with Team Around the Family (2011).  A Lead Practitioner is usually agreed upon in these instances, to encourage clear communication between all relevant partners, and acting as a single point of contact for the family.  The single point of contact, sometimes referred to as a key worker, is an effective part of interventions with families, reducing stress and anxiety of dealing with multiple agencies.  The ‘Evaluation of Families First Year 3 Report’ (2015) stated that even if a family had a negative experience with Team Around the Family, the programme was still reported as having ‘a positive impact on their lives thanks to the key worker alone’ (Welsh Government, 2015).  ‘Guidance for Team Around the Family Panels Report’ (Institute for Public Care, 2012) highlight the potential challenges or barriers that may be encountered when various agencies attempt to work together towards a common goal.  Consistent terminology as mentioned previously, is just one of these challenges, and the guidance does request that partners ‘use plain English and avoid jargon where possible’ and ‘if necessary, explain terminology’ (Institute for Public Care, 2012).  Team Around the Family panels are required to respect opinions of other partners even if they disagree, show integrity and confidentiality.  However, confidentiality, although incredibly important, can be a barrier if one agency withholds vital information from the rest of the partnership.  For example, social services may have information about a family set-up that could be important to a school, such as having concerns about the safety of a child with a particular family member.  The school could allow the child to leave the premises with that family member, unknowingly risking the child’s safety.   As underlined by Meggitt and Bruce (2015): ‘Problems may occur around when and how to share information.  Practitioners may be unclear about their individual roles and responsibilities, and worry that they may misjudge the situation and be disciplined for sharing information inappropriately.’
TAF panels are also required to ‘refrain from gossip and avoid making judgements’ (Institute for Public Care, 2012).  This is particularly relevant in smaller community schools, such as School A, as it is often the case that schools can become very familiar with families of children they educate, and staff may often be part of the community themselves.  It is important in these instances that the facts of the case are focused on, and opinions are purely professional.         
Even though multi-agency working is child-centred, different agencies have different priorities, for example, a school’s main concern is educating a child, whereas an Educational Psychologist would perhaps give precedence to the child’s emotional wellbeing.  Considering the viewpoints and priorities of various agencies within Team Around the Family (2011) could be difficult, along with attempting to arrange meetings on a date when all parties are available at the same time, especially taking into account some TAF (2011) initiatives in rural areas, that may result in some parties having to travel many hours to attend one meeting.  This seems to be particularly prevalent within the over-stretched health service:  the ‘Evaluation of Families First Year 3 Report’ (2015) states that ‘engaging staff in the health sector continues to be a challenge’ confirming they are trying to find ways to overcome these challenges ‘by, for example, consulting health practitioners for their input in advance of TAF meetings they are unable to attend’ (Welsh Government, 2015).     

A lack of understanding about other agencies’ roles and responsibilities could also be a challenge or barrier, along with varying information and knowledge of the child in question.  Some agencies may not have met the child; they may be a name on a report, whereas a school knows a child personally and would therefore potentially be more knowledgeable, which could cause conflict between the agencies.  

To conclude, and putting challenges and barriers aside, Team Around the Family (2011) is a bespoke initiative which the author considers to be very important to the community.  A personalised service is essential to cater for the fact that no two families are the same, and therefore no two families’ needs are identical.  Also, acknowledging and celebrating areas within which a family are thriving is empowering, and gives a positive outlook rather than focusing solely on the areas that are lacking.  Furthermore, the author considers the opportunity available for families to self-refer to TAF (2011) to be an interesting option.  Too often, families seek help when they are already overwhelmed by problems, such as escalating debt; self-referral allows the possibility of being pro-active instead of reactive.  Even so, the Evaluation of Families First Year 3 Report (2015) states that engaging families can be challenging, with ‘around one in five families disengaging from services before cases are concluded’ (Welsh Government, 2015).  It should not be assumed that families are disengaging purely for negative reasons, however.  Disengagement could occur if a family feels they have achieved their goals, yet they may not have completed the recommended plan or timescale.  
Any multi-agency initiative is going to be faced with challenges, Team Around the Family (2011) included.  After extensive research, the author has been unable to find any news articles or inquiries documenting the failure of a family or child by TAF (2011).  The initiative does have issues that need to be addressed, such as ensuring all partners are available for meetings, and ensuring families are fully engaged, but these issues are manageable, and can be remedied.  The author has been fortunate to never require the services of Team Around the Family (2011), so is writing purely from a research point of view.  Nevertheless, there is no comparison between the challenges faced by TAF (2011) and the catastrophic failures that resulted in the deaths of Victoria Climbié, Peter Connelly, Holly Wells and Jessica Chapman, plus countless other innocent children, caused by the poor management of the multi-agencies involved with these cases.  Therefore, the author feels that Team Around the Family (2011) can be considered a valuable asset for families in need, and a successful multi-agency initiative, that will hopefully continue to go from strength to strength. 
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