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[bookmark: _GoBack] What do consider to be the main benefits of and challenges for multi-agency working? Your discussion should focus on a specific sector of society and should include reference to good practice and theory.
 
This essay will look at some of the main benefits and any challenges faced with in a specific multi-agency model. It will detail various multi-agency services considering some of the key factors along with various challenges. It will also consider some of the core values expected from multi-agency working, while understanding the roles of others and their values. Focusing on domestic abuse and sexual violence, and the working model connected, a Multi-Agency Risk Assessment (MARAC). This essay will also look at information sharing and its effects on data protection, while taking into account the issues that can be created, concentrating on domestic abuse and sexual violence and the details within the Violence against Women, Domestic Abuse and Sexual Violence (Wales) Act 2015 (VAWDSAV). Also, within in this essay we will consider some of the framework embedded within the VAWDSAV regarding training, and how agencies can support victims, finally looking at some of the statistics involved with both women and men, and what improvements are expected.
When working together it is important to have some principles, Thompson (2015) informs us that  avoiding stereotypes is an important factor, describing how making assumptions can have a detrimental effect when working with others, he also expresses a need for understanding, and  to appreciate different professional roles, this will help to avoid any misunderstandings. Another of Thompson (2015) suggestions is to avoid any misunderstandings, this is important to note due to the fact that different professionals may have different values, in order to work together effectively, differences of opinion should not affect the service provided. If this was to arise it could possibly be due to a hierarchy developing, often causing a rivalry for power, this can often have a negative effect on the support that should be developing. He goes on to describe how preciousness should be avoided, replacing this with a togetherness or teamwork and this attitude being adopted, focusing on communication and always ensuring that when working together it should always be person centred (Thompson 2015 ken leaflet). Some of these examples can be identified when we consider multi-agency working. Multi agency working was brought to the forefront following the tragic death of Victoria Climbié (Cheminais 2009). The Lord Laming inquiry into her death highlighted the huge failures from the various agencies involved in her case. He concluded that one of the biggest failures was the lack of information sharing. Lord Laming recognized that poor co-ordination and the failures of the agencies played a large part in her death (Laming enquiry 2003).
There are three main models for delivering multi-agency services, Multi-agency panel, multi-agency team and multi-agency service. Lancashire County Council (no date) (LCC) describes how the professionals remaining in their respective agencies as key feature of a multi-agency panel however, some of the challenges to this model include a lack of time to carry out the duties, and developing adequate partnership working, with professionals often  focused again on their own department. LCC go on to tell us about multi-agency teams, describing it as having a more formal key feature in the word team, this gives them a better sense of identity while co working, by striving to come together to reach the same goal. However, time and locations can pose challenges. The final multi-agency model detailed by LCC are multi-agency services, also called integrated services, the key feature here is how the services share a common location, offering benefits such as joint training. However, in the interest of balance there could be issues with unequal pay and bringing all the professionals under collaborative leadership (Lancashire County Council, no date).   Multi-agency collaborations are generally responsible for joint training and developing joint policy, that includes exchanging information and reviewing multi-disciplinary cases (Laing & Humphreys 2013).
In cases of domestic abuse and sexual violence there is a more specific multi-agency panel meeting, this is called a Multi-agency Risk Assessment Conference (MARAC). A MARAC is a meeting of high-risk domestic abuse and sexual violence cases, they involve representatives from various agencies including the Police, child protection, health, housing, independent domestic violence advocate (IDVA) probation and any other specialists that are required (Safelives, 2013a). Safe lives provide us with ten principles to an effective MARAC, each principle underpins a MARAC ensuring safeguarding and giving support to all involved, making the victims safety a priority. The first and second principles are identity and being referred, it is important to identify the risks to the victim through the initial referral and then to appoint an IDVA (safelives, 2017b)  All cases involved in a MARAC are high risk, it is vital that its planned and co-ordinated with minimal risk to the victim (Safelives, 2013a).The third principle safe lives recommends is multi-agency engagement, this is when the various agencies involved come together to discuss the safeguarding risks to the victim. Fourthly during a MARAC meeting the victim is represented by an IDVA, the IDVA always has the safety of the victim at the heart of the prosses while ensuring that their voice is heard. Fifth and sixth are information sharing. Sharing information within the MARAC meeting is often on a need to know basis, with the victim’s security, health and wellbeing at the forefront, while also being mindful of any children involved. The outcome would be to determine what level of risk was posed to the victim and their community, such as family and friends (Calan 2013). In MARAC cases it is common that the members are not aware of the full details of the victims life however, they will be privy to the details of their safety needs, all only sharing what information is required, prioritising safeguarding victims and children involved (Safelives, 2017b). The seventh principle is the importance of how a MARAC hear a number of cases at a time, this keeps waiting time to a minimum, eighth and ninth are equality and the operational support, protecting the victims personal characteristics, and ensuring that there is sufficient help and support for the MARAC to function, finally is structure,  what is in place such as what protocol to follow with information sharing (safelives, 2017b).  Information sharing often has implications regarding General data protection regulations (GDPR), under the Data protection Act (2018) each agency should have policy in place detailing what information can and cannot be shared (safelives no date,c). Supporting those who have suffered from domestic abuse and sexual violence can involve many different layers, such as a violation of human rights, criminal, child protection, and a need to build safe relationships (Laing and Humphreys, 2013). These layers bring many different challenges to multi-agency working, one of the key words is collaboration or joined up working (Laing and Humphreys, 2013). Taking this into consideration, the meeting outcome would be to create an action plan tailored to each victim (Safelives nd). The government requires that the local authority work together with the police, reducing crime and creating local collaborative (Laing and Humphreys, 2013). Combined training improves both formal and informal training communication, it can also improve an understanding of each other’s roles, while building trust and evaluating through different ideologies (McAughtre, 2016). It is important to realise that multi-agency working is a complex practice, with the aim of safeguarding domestic abuse and sexual violence victims and the children involved, focusing on the risks proposed by the perpetrator’s actions (University of Huddersfield, 2013). In 2005 the Welsh assembly government proposed strategies to improve areas that were lacking in domestic abuse and sexual violence support, with the aim of providing support in all types of abuse. These types include physical, emotional, sexual and those who are threatened with abuse, and remembering that men are also victims and should be supported accordingly (domestic abuse in wales 2008). Amongst these conclusions was that a ‘one size fits all’ approach is not acceptable in all cases. The ’three planet problem’ is something created within professional discourse working, with both domestic violence victims and perpetrators, it refers to the different agencies as ‘being on different planets’ (Hester 2011). Hester (2011) concludes that this is due to the agencies having their own individual policy and structure in place within their profession, recommending that in order to work more effectively in cases of domestic violence and the effects on the families, these agencies need to adopt a more unified approach (Hester 2011). Moss (2015) supports this describing how easy it is for professional workers to become complaisant, by adopting a ‘they know best’ attitude, when the professional should be establishing a trusting relationship (Moss 2015). This has now been addressed in Wales and domestic abuse and sexual violence support workers work to the VAWDASU (Wales) act 2015. The main aim of the VAWDASU (Wales)act 2015 is to promote awareness of the preventative measures, while supporting women who are victims suffering domestic abuse and sexual violence, holding perpetrators to account, and improving the continuity of services in Wales. The Act also follows the five ways of working embedded in the Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) 2015. The Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) act 2015, incorporates five ways of working, firstly we have long-term, balancing safeguarding needs in the short term but also being sustainable to also meet any long-term needs. Next, we have integration, the ability to assess the impact of the wellbeing within the various bodies and their objectives, followed by involvement, encouraging diversity to achieve wellbeing goals within the body, and collaboration of the different bodies to meet wellbeing objectives. Finally, prevention, acting to prevent something more unpleasant from happening and improving objectives, although they are all important this is possibly the most important (Future Generations Commissioner for Wales 2019).  Following these five ways of working long term, should highlight the need for the public bodies involved, to have a better understanding of working together. Thus, preventing problems from escalating, and meeting targets while encouraging people, to be involved in the integration of wellbeing, while achieving their goals within a collaboration (Welsh government 2019). When the VAWDASU (Wales) act 2015 became law, it was the first of its kind, part of its framework was to devise a national framework. This would provide agencies and public service providers with the ability and the knowledge, to offer support to victims suffering domestic abuse and sexual violence. The framework forms six groups, 1, raising awareness and guidance, 2, ‘Ask and Act’ policy, 3, enhanced training, 4, specialist training, 5, strengthen leadership, 6, strategies with service leaders. Groups one to three would be directed at all the relevant service providers, four and five for management and a specialist workforce, and six would be general management. One of the aims is to provide staff with the knowledge of the ‘ask and act’ policy, raising awareness and providing them with the skills to provoke an early prevention, and avoid a crisis intervention (safelives framework). The aim of the ‘ask and act’ policy is to identify those experiencing domestic abuse and sexual violence, making the appropriate referrals and interventions particularly if they are in imminent danger. Also improving resources to other areas associated with domestic abuse and sexual violence, such as mental health and substance misuse. While recognizing those in crisis and at risk of immediate serious harm, by knowing how to ask the correct questions and acting on the answers in the most effective way (NHS 2016). The violence against women, domestic abuse and sexual violence report (2019), details how the Government aims to have a full national role out of the ‘Ask and Act’ policy. To date over 3,300 workers have been trained within the training program provided by Woman’s Aid. The general feedback is positive, with many feelings that the training will help them to make positive changes to those in need (welsh Government 2019). Naomi suffered severe domestic abuse while also battling Cancer, she describes how having been the victim of child sexual abuse she was unsure of how to deal with the physical and emotional abuse she was suffering at the hands of her partner. Reaching out to women’s Aid she was assigned a support worker and a plan was created, Meetings were held with various agencies such as housing putting a safety plan in place supporting Naomi’s wellbeing and self-esteem. With the support from the agencies Naomi became stronger and better equipped, no longer living in fear (Threshold). This case study shows us how one conversation with the best placed agency can really make a difference, showing how important it is to have a safety plan in place, supporting a victim and creating a better life away from fear.
Domestic abuse and sexual violence however are not specific to women, it also affects both heterosexual and same sex relationships. However, the number of heterosexual women suffer more repeated and physical sexual and coherence control, while living in fear of suffering injury from their partner than men (nice 2014). In 2011 it is estimated that at least 1.2 million women suffered some form of domestic abuse or violence in both England and Wales, while 784,000 men experienced the same, the actual figures are expected to be much higher due to so much abuse going unreported (nice 2014). Alarmingly this has risen considerably the Office of National statistics recently released figures showing a considerable rise to 1.6 million women suffering and a smaller increase for men to 786,000 (Office of national statistics, 2019). Much of the rise in violent crime can be attributed to an increase in reports to the relevant authority (home office 2019). However, the actual figure is possibly much higher due to the unknown number of unreported cases (Office for National Statistics, 2019).  Supporting those who have suffered domestic abuse and sexual violence has many different layers, some of these layers could be described as a violation of human rights (Laing & Humphreys 2013). The human rights act 1998 gives any victim the right to life, the right not to be tortured, their liberty and security and their privacy within their family home (the human rights act 1998). Many of these rights are taken from domestic abuse and sexual violence sufferers and they live in constant fear. Nicole Jacobs has been named as the Domestic Abuse Commissioner; this position has finally been put in place after recommendations, her role as commissioner is to support victims by bringing more offenders to justice (Gov. UK 2019,a.) supporting the Domestic Abuse Bill 2019 in giving victims the security of justice, protection and ensuring they are supported (Gov.UK. 2019). The age limit has been lowered from eighteen to sixteen for the purpose of the act, supporting young people’s relationships but also recognising there is a difference between domestic abuse and child abuse (the domestic abuse bill 2019). Supporting younger married couples highlighting that they are on the cusp of child protection law often becoming overlooked and sometimes involved in child exploitation cases (domestic abuse in wales 2008).
In conclusion we can concur that multi-agency working has improved since the Lord Laming enquiry. There is now a better understanding of the working models, highlighting some of the roles and requirements for working together more efficiently and more harmoniously within a multi-agency setting. Through the LCC (no date), we can see how various multi-agency models work, however this essay only concentrates on one, the multi-agency panel. The MARAC working was explained in great detail offering the principles it uses to put the victim at the forefront of every meeting. From the lack of negative information and the detail regarding GDPR and data protection we can conclude that this shows a lack of information available. In cases of domestic abuse and sexual violence we have seen how the role of the IDVA is important to the victim, giving them the support, they need by being their voice during a difficult time. There is also a small nod to child protection without going into great detail but accepting that they need some consideration. Also acknowledged are the various layers involved while offering support and what affects this has on those within combined training and complex issues. The ‘Three planet problem’ theory offers an interesting view on working, by comparing agencies as planets showing how agencies work to their own policies individually but there is a struggle when working with others, highlighting the need for an improved service. However, this is addressed within the VAWDASV (2015), here we can see how the VAWDASV (2015), has adapted the five ways of working from the Future generations Act Wales (2015). We can determine from the ‘Ask and Act’ policy that although in its infancy, it would appear to be working. This is evident by the recommendation to role it out nationally, and when considering the recent statistics provided by the ONC (2019), this rise could be attributed to some of the 3,300 trained practitioners recognising the signs. With the position of a Domestic Abuse Commissioner being put in place, the introduction of the Domestic Abuse Bill (2019), and with MARAC meetings already in place, domestic abuse and sexual violence suffers are finally getting the support they desperately need.
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