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What do you 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.

Multi-Agency working involves professionals from various agencies working together jointly sharing responsibility of ‘the client’ (Payler, 2013). The agencies can be made up of various practitioners. A practitioner is anyone that supports children and their families, such as- Police, Social workers, local health authority and teachers working together effectively (Bywater, 2008). This essay will focus on practitioners working together to safeguard children and will include reference to policy, theory and practice. The context in which multi-agency working will be discussed is multi-agency approaches within Wales to safeguard children, discussing the positive attributes of multi-agency approaches of working, such as early interventions. There will also be evidence of acts within the UK and Wales supporting collaborative practice for safeguarding practice, as well as looking how multi-agency can be sometimes a negative approach.
Multi-agency or previously known as; collaborative working in the health and social care sector has been present and developing within Wales and England for 30 years. (Howath,1999). Problems into collaborative working within the context of child protection, where identified in 1974 after the death of Maria Colwell by her step father, an inquest into her death found that poor communication between practitioners of different services failed to work together collaborated ( Department of Health and Social Security,1974). Regardless of recommendations to improve multi agency working, there was apparent issues highlighted in the Victoria Climbie inquiry by Lord Laming (2003). 
These significant changes into the way professionals worked together, were made after a Government-led inquest into the death of Victoria Climbie by Lord Laming (2003). The inquest highlighted the many opportunities for the various practitioners and services involved to intervene, was a result of ‘widespread organisational malaise’  ( Laming, 2003,p.4). Laming (2003) emphasised child protection cannot be achievable by one agency but by several multi disciplinaries working well together, Laming concluded the report with 'safeguarding children is everyone's responsibility' (Laming, 2009: 25). This suggests all agencies need to take responsibility for safeguarding children, but differing to Laming’s view Dingwall (1983) found, abuse is not something that can be ‘seen’ or diagnosed instantly the verdict gets actively constructed by practitioners determining what is classed as normal or acceptable treatment or injuries. Similarly, it could be argued that, this is why Victoria was failed to be safeguarded, due to being unable to diagnose neglect instantly. 
[bookmark: _Hlk23624192]Promotion on an integrated way of working, within children’s services was included into Government practice guidance to children’s services within ‘Every Child Matters 2003’(Bywater,2008).‘The Children’s Act 2004’ an amended version from the previous ‘Childrens Act 1989’, strengthened previous standards made of multi-agency working ,improving the five well-being outcomes within every child matters  ( Chemnaise,2010).
Within the UK integrated working is regularly used within the focus of child protection and safeguarding, with multiple practitioners working with children at risk, aiming for prevention of neglect or abuse (Parton, 2006). Within section seven of The Children’s Act 1989, when referrals are made to social services which need further assessments, a social worker will be required to start a multi-agency assessment, which needs to be done within a 45-day time frame. This assessment will then decide the amount of support and intervention needed. The number of agencies involved within a child’s welfare varies from the need of support and intervention required for the individual child or family sharing an objective aim or pathway (Coterell, Bollom,2007). The support available to the child can also varies due to, if adults believe the child is at risk, Factors such as the quality of universal services available to the child, including schools and early years (Envy, Walters,2013). Effective multi-agency working is key of successfully safeguarding children (Howarth, 1999).
 ‘The Children’s Act 2004’ is still relevant legislation for safeguarding children as it covers child protection, policy and practice. Furthermore, its sets guidelines for practitioners to follow a holistic approach to the care of children (Bywater,2008). Within section eleven of, The Children’s Act 2004, multi- agency working is the focus. Stating the responsibility to promote children’s welfare and safeguard to a number of services which includes: Local Authority, National Health Service (NHS), Probation, Police. The Act defines responsibility is more than child protection it implies the child’s well-being should be considered; within the section it is stated:
protecting children from maltreatment, preventing impairment of children’s health or development; ensuring that children are growing up in circumstances consistent with the provision of safe and effective care; and undertaking that role so as to enable those children to have optimum life chances and to enter adulthood successfully 
(section 11, para.2.8 Children Act 2004).

However, the Office for National Statistics (ONS) Children's Well-being Measures (2018) shows the level of childhood satisfaction and overall levels of happiness have decreased since 2014. By measuring well-being statistics with children, officials are able to view, how by involving practitioners with children will improve overall levels of wellbeing and improve long term well-being with children (New Economics Foundation ,2009). Alongside ‘The Children’s Act 2004’, stating what is required for professionals there have been many statutory guidance published for multi-agency working, with most recent being ‘Working Together to Safeguard Children 2018’. This document covers minimum requirements of services combined with safeguarding framework to follow. It emphasises children should be the focus of any practitioner involved. 
This is also a reflection of Article 12 within ‘The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 1989’(UNCRC) where children who have the capacity to form a view are then able to express their views freely in all matters which directly affect them. Further, when promoting services children’s views must be taken into account for any decision made. Practitioners also have child safeguarding to consider which is further promoted within article 3 and article 6 of UNCRC, which states children’s best interest should be paramount, also that they have the right to survival and development.
Multi-agency services within Wales have UK Acts and legislations to follow, but also Acts and regulations that only apply within Wales. Many of these guidelines can be found within ‘The Social Services and Well-being Act 2014’ (SSWB, 2014). This Act is similar to the Children’s Act 2004, but it applies to all vulnerable individuals involved with social services but has sub sections for each group. Within the SSWB 2014 the Act focuses on giving children a voice on their outcome goals, focusing even more so on individual outcomes. Within section 181 of the Act it mentions using advocacy services to help voice children’s interests too. Moreover, promoting holistic individual goals furthermore by offering services to voice opinions if needed. Within section nine titled, ‘Co-operation and Partnership’ the Act discusses increasing preventative services and third sector services, encouraging integration of services. This includes further teams to work together in a multi-agency approach. There is also Wales only guidance with similarity to ‘Every Child Matters’, but whereas every child matters focused on what is expected of all services. This programme is specifically aimed at improving services titled, ‘Together for Children and Young People’ launched by the minister of health and social services of Wales and led by the NHS (NHS,2015). This framework then states the need for high level multi-agency forum to find ways to improve existing support already available to children and families including new ways of working to improve emotional and mental health services for children and young people in Wales (Welsh Government,2018). It can be seen that, the programme will primarily focus on supporting early years intervention, promote well-being and mental health of all children, early intervention and more specialist services to become available. 
Regardless to the  SSWB Act being in place since 2014 ,together with ‘together for children and you people’ highlighting responsibility of early interventions, levels of childhood abuse measured by Stats Wales(2018) of children on the child protection register, shows there has not been a significant decrease in the overall number of children who have faced some form of abuse from 2014-2018 and that emotional abuse has seen an increase.  This highlights that there is still improvement needed for better child protection within Wales.
Flying Start is a Welsh Government funded early years team, which is in place within deprived areas of Wales, aiming to improve early years for children within these areas (Welsh Government,2012). The Flying Start team, which is co-located, is then made up of- childcare workers, midwives and health visitors, speech and language team (Flying start ,2012). The Team then provides 15 hours free childcare weekly, additional health checks in the early years with a health visitor, support with delays in speech and access to parental support groups. Evidence gathered by Welsh Government, where statistics of children’s performance outcomes, developmental outcomes, options of feeding and other scenarios are considered, within these deprived areas 36,367 children have benefited from the multi-agency Flying Start support. 
Within Save the Children’s (2018) report on the importance of early years education it was found that children living in poverty in Wales are falling behind development outcomes, when starting school compared to peers. Half of these children then remained low achievers throughout their education. Within a separate report of child poverty carried out by Save the Children (2017) it was found that 49,014 (28%) of children under 5 in Wales are in living in income poverty, similarly that 45% of children in deprived areas where not eligible for Flying Start. Therefore, the evidence research suggests that in this case many of these children are potentially achieving and performing lower due to the lack of preventive support from Flying Start.
 Another multi-agency programme available within Wales, is the Families First programme also funded by Welsh Government that is accessible to families including young people and children, particularly families living in poverty. The programme, like Flying Start, aims to provide early interventions for families who need support as well as safeguarding children (Wrexham Gov, 2018). The Families First programme aims to help those families by supporting families who are unemployed and could potentially face income poverty gain employment, as well as the relevant skills to do so. They also ensure children young people and families are growing up in suitable nurturing environments, providing support and guidance if needed. In addition, Families First delivers services as a fragment of the continuum of support which supports individuals who fall into four categories of needs: Universal, Early Intervention, Intensive support, Specialist services (Wrexham Gov, 2018). Recognizing that some families require more intense support , where as other benefit from guidance. Local Authorities then have a responsibility for providing beneficial Families First multi-agency support to families, which is backed by SSWB (2014). 
Families First (2018) state integration is vital to delivering services to ensure families are receiving effective support from the various intervention programmes available, with the programmes sharing the final aim of addressing causes of issues within families ensuring transition continues after support has stopped. Margetts (2007) listed transitioning processes whether it be small or significant is more likely to affect those who- are from lower social backgrounds, where English is an additional language, with little previous experiences and those from hard to reach groups, are all likely to be more vulnerable to transitioning. This statement then states that after interventions of multi-agency support have ended, those transitioning away from support could still be vulnerable, or at risk of falling back into needing intervention. It can be seen though, through the many co-located services established for children, there is a prime focus of intervention within the early years (Edwards, 2009; Melhuish et al.2005).    
Multi-agency working is not just offered through local authorities to improve children’s outcomes, it can also be delivered by third sector organisations (SSWB,2014). The effect of delivery is also not compromised due to it being delivered by a third sector organisation in comparison to a statutory body. (Kellet,2011). Third sector however do have to fight for funding and contracts, as funding is partially dispensed by local authority, who do not take into account cost of running the organisation. The charity commission (2007) found only 12% of third sector have all costs recovered from their funding.
Third sector classed, charity Faith in Families outreach projects based in Swansea work with children, families and individuals. The centres offer childcare, early education, health, employment and support services for pre-school children and families (Cheminais,2010).The family centres which are based within deprived areas of Swansea city ,which in comparison to other cities has identified to have ‘12% of areas within Swansea, falling within the top 10% of most deprived within Wales’ (The Welsh Index of Multiple Deprivation (WIMD) 2014) .During the year 2018-2019 Faith and Families provided 1361 different early intervention preventative services within Swansea .Third sector organisations  are highly skilled at offering support to those in need of social capital networks ,due to their knowledge of other local organisations (Kellet,2011).  
It can be seen practitioners use a variety of terms to define working collaborate together, in cooperation with there being many forms of practices from integration to services, multi-disciplinary teams and individual support working together with children and families (Horwath,1999). Delegation differences of practitioner responsibility of the child and family may occur, for example the flying start team may feel it’s the social workers responsibility to mention parenting support, whereas the social worker may feel it is the flying start teams to deliver this. Roaf (2002) suggested issues are likely to take part when; practitioners are working in an environment where there is a fear or job loss or funding, workers are assigned to many cases, unclear clarity over individual roles and responsibility. Other issues which may occur is disputes over, geographical boundaries which authority a case is assigned to (Commission for Health Improvement,2004). additionally, miscommunication can cause issues. Reder and Duncan(2003)  found that there were two major issues ,which affect the delivery of effective safeguarding of children which is; lack of knowledge on case including issues highlighted and not trusting others practitioners perspectives. Reder and Duncan in addition to the issues that affect safeguarding, argued that communication is responsibility of both parties, the individual delivering the message and the individual receiving the message. Uncertainty and lack of opinions can also stop cases being followed through, specifically when the frequency of issues happening is irregular and reassessment are needed, coincide ‘start-again syndrome’ when new workers are appointed (Thoburn and Brandon, 2008; Brandon, 2009). 
For multi-agency to work to succeed there are certain qualities which must be apparent. Frye and Webb (2002) reflected back on experiences and observations of partnership working and suggested: a high standard of trust , a common goal , inclusion of appropriate practitioners , clear objectives as well as continuous support of sponsor. In addition to these attributes Frye and Webb(2002)  disputed that collaborative working needs flexibility on top of continuous funding from local authorities.
Concluding multi-agency working whilst safeguarding children, collaborative working is not something that can be easily achieved ,this could be due to being unable to indicate abuse as suggested by Dingwall (1983)coincide with the quality of services offered  ( Envy, Walters,2013).There has been an improvement in multi-agency working since Lord Laming’s(2003) inquest into Victoria Cilimbes death highlighted the lack of ownerships , responsibility and communication between practitioners, failed Victoria. Within Wales, there are apparent acts and initiatives such as ‘The Social Services and Well-being Act (2014), and Together for Children and Young People’ aimed at improving safeguarding children and services including third sector within Wales. Within the SSWB 2014 local authorities had a responsibility to deliver effective flying start serving and families first programmes, which seemed to focus primarily on children within early years and living in deprived areas, whom are more at risk at abuse or deprivation which had statistics to back ,whether it had benefited children. There was also third sector responsibility proven they can be just as useful but require funding from other sources. Effective communication is essential in delivering effective safeguarding multi-agency, alongside practitioners sharing a common goal and responsibility, when making all decisions following UNCRC principles making the child the main focus on any decision made, having their view voiced if needed. Overall multi-agency within Wales has improved life for many children and acts such as the SSWB and UNCRC ensures children are the centre of all decisions made, but factors such as geographical issues of whether a child lives in a deprived area , alongside the quality of services offered could in effect stop the child being safeguarded.
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