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‘The Multi Agency model in Wales promotes the welfare of children and young people’. Critically discuss this

The welfare of children and young people is a central priority across education, social care and wider public services in Wales (Education Wales, 2020). This reflects a growing recognition that safeguarding is not the responsibility of a single service but instead requires a coordinated and holistic approach to meet the diverse needs of children. As a result, the multi-agency model, bringing together professionals from sectors such as education, health, social services and the police, has been developed to safeguard children and promote their overall well-being (Welsh Government, 2025). This collaborative approach aims to ensure that concerns are identified early, information is effectively shared and appropriate support is provided promptly. Although multi-agency working is widely recognised as essential for improving outcomes for children and young people, its effectiveness is shaped by both its strengths and ongoing challenges. While it can lead to more suitable support and better-informed decision-making, issues such as communication barriers, differences in professional priorities and resource limitations can impact how well it functions in practice (NSPCC, 2025). This essay critically examines the extent to which the multi-agency model in Wales promotes the welfare of children and young people. It demonstrates an understanding of safeguarding and child protection, explores the role of schools within this framework, considers relevant policies and analyses the barriers that can affect effective practice, while also linking to some of the theoretical perspectives surrounding this topic.
As stated by Ofsted (2021), safeguarding children and young people involves protecting them from all forms of abuse or harm, whether this occurs inside or outside the home, including risks associated with the online environment. It also includes taking proactive steps to prevent any negative impact on a child’s health or development, ensuring they are brought up in safe, stable and supportive care environments to enable every child to achieve the best possible outcomes in life. This highlights that safeguarding is a broad, ongoing responsibility that underpins all work with children and young people. In comparison, child protection is a more specific element within safeguarding. It focuses on both preventing and responding to situations where children may be experiencing, or are at risk of, exploitation, abuse, neglect, harmful practices, or violence (UNICEF, 2021). In this sense, safeguarding is largely preventative, aiming to reduce risks and promote well-being before harm occurs, whereas child protection is more reactive and centres on targeted intervention when concerns arise. Schools play a key role in promoting the welfare of children, as they are often the main setting in which children’s behaviour, development, and well-being are consistently observed. Teachers and school staff are well placed to notice signs of abuse, neglect, or emotional difficulties. They support child welfare through safeguarding policies, the use of designated safeguarding leads (DSLs), ongoing staff training and pastoral care systems. Schools also contribute to early intervention by collaborating with external agencies, including social services, healthcare professionals and the police (UK Government, 2026). However, despite their central role, schools can face challenges such as time constraints, limited resources, and gaps in training, all of which may affect how effectively they carry out their safeguarding responsibilities (Department for Education, 2025). 
The legislative framework underpinning multi-agency working in Wales has evolved significantly in response to past failures.  As stated by Cheminais (2009) The Children Act (2004) established the principle that safeguarding is a shared responsibility and introduced structures to improve cooperation between agencies. Similarly, the Social Services and Well-being Wales Act (2014) emphasises partnership working and places a duty on local authorities and partner organisations to promote the well-being of children. This Act adopts a holistic definition of well-being, including physical, emotional, educational and social aspects (Welsh Government, 2014). The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) sets out an important international framework that underpins safeguarding policy in Wales. It highlights key rights such as protection from harm (Article 19), the right for children to have a voice (Article 12) and access to services that support their development. Michael Freeman (2010) suggests that the UNCRC has shifted the way children are viewed, moving from passive recipients of care to individuals with their own rights. However, others argue that although the UNCRC is highly influential, putting it into practice is not always consistent, particularly where there are limits on resources (Reynaert et al., 2009). Wales Safeguarding Procedures (2023) represent a more recent effort to strengthen safeguarding practice, providing clear guidance on roles, responsibilities and processes. These procedures emphasise timely information sharing and child-centred practice. They reflect lessons learned from serious case reviews, which have repeatedly identified failures in communication and coordination. Similarly, UK Government (2026) outlines in Working Together to Safeguard Children, the same expectations for multi-agency collaboration, although it applies primarily to England, it still influences practice in Wales. Despite these developments, Munro (2011) argues that policy reform often follows crises, suggesting a reactive rather than proactive approach to safeguarding.
The value of multi-agency working can be better understood through theories of child development and well-being. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (1979) explains that a child’s development is influenced by different layers of their environment, such as family, school and the wider community (Tong and An, 2024). Multi-agency working reflects this idea by bringing these different systems together to support the child more effectively. In a similar way, Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (1943) highlights that children must first feel safe, secure and supported before they can progress and reach their full potential (McLoed, 2025). Safeguarding practices are therefore essential in making sure these basic needs are met. Bowlby’s attachment theory (1979) also highlights how important secure and stable relationships are in a child’s early development (The Attachment Project, 2024). Multi-agency support can help families create more stable and supportive environments for children. However, when services are not well coordinated, it can have a negative impact—especially for children who experience several placements, which may disrupt their attachments (David Howe, 2017). This shows how important consistency and strong collaboration are within safeguarding practice. 
In Wales, multi-agency working is put into practice through approaches such as Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hubs (MASH). MASH brings together professionals from services like social care, the police, health and education so they can share information and make joint decisions about safeguarding concerns (Home Office, 2014). The aim is to make responses more efficient and ensure children get the right support at the right time. Other approaches such as, the Team Around the Child (TAC), focus more on coordinated planning that keeps the child at the centre (SEND Pathways, 2026). Overall, these approaches show a move towards earlier intervention and more joined-up support, which reflects the preventative focus of current safeguarding policy. 
However, despite these strengths, significant challenges and barriers remain. Dixon et al. (2022) suggest that communication issues are frequently identified as a key barrier to effective multi-agency working. Differences in professional language, priorities and organisational cultures can lead to misunderstandings or delays. Information sharing, while essential, can be complicated by concerns about confidentiality and data protection. Cheminais (2022) highlights that resource constraints remain a significant barrier to effective multi-agency working. High caseloads, staff shortages and limited funding reduce the capacity of professionals to collaborate meaningfully and consistently. This is supported by Bywaters et al. (2017), who argue that increasing demand on services, particularly in deprived areas, places unsustainable pressure on safeguarding systems. In such contexts, practitioners may prioritise immediate risk over preventative work, limiting the effectiveness of early intervention strategies. Furthermore, Curnin et al. (2015) identify role ambiguity as a persistent issue within multi-agency frameworks, where unclear responsibilities can lead to duplication of efforts or, more critically, gaps in support. These organisational weaknesses can weaken how effectively the multi-agency model works together as a unified system. Power imbalances between agencies further complicate collaboration. The Wales Centre for Public Policy (2021) notes that certain professionals, particularly those in roles such as social services, may dominate decision-making processes, potentially minimising the contributions of education or health practitioners. Jacklin- Jarvis (2015) argues that such imbalances can weaken professional relationships and reduce the overall effectiveness of safeguarding interventions. Consequently, while multi-agency working is designed to be collaborative, in practice it can reflect hierarchical structures that limit equal participation and can subsequently affect the welfare of children and young people. From a critical perspective, although policy frameworks consistently emphasise the importance of hearing the child’s voice, this principle is not always realised in practice. The Lundy Model of Participation (2007) provides a useful framework for understanding meaningful engagement, arguing that children must be given space, voice, audience and influence. It emphasises that participation is not simply about listening to children but ensuring their views actively shape decision-making processes (Ward and Lundy, 2024). However, in complex multi-agency systems, children’s views can sometimes be missed because of pressures such as limited time, formal procedures, or a stronger focus on managing risk rather than building relationships (Winter and Ruch, 2025). This raises questions about whether safeguarding systems are genuinely centred on the child, or whether they are more driven by processes and procedures. 
Evidence from serious case reviews continues to highlight recurring failures in safeguarding practice. Brandon et al. (2020) found that issues such as poor communication, lack of professional curiosity, and failure to share information effectively remain common despite ongoing policy reforms. In a similar way, Munro (2011) argues that too much focus on procedures can create a “compliance culture,” where professionals prioritise ticking boxes instead of really thinking about what children need. This highlights that although policies are important for guidance, they do not by themselves ensure effective practice—skilled and reflective professionals are still essential. In addition, as Riley et al. (2019) suggest, the multi-agency model has clear limitations when it comes to tackling wider structural inequalities that affect children’s welfare. Issues such as poverty, social exclusion and adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) play a major role in shaping children’s life chances and overall development. Featherstone et al. (2014) argue that safeguarding systems tend to focus too heavily on individual families, particularly parenting behaviours, rather than addressing the broader social and economic conditions that influence family life. This perspective is reinforced by Morris et al. (2018), who suggest that austerity has deepened existing inequalities such as poverty, leading to greater demand for safeguarding support while simultaneously reducing the resources available to services. As a result, although multi-agency working can provide important support and intervention, it is limited in its ability to address the underlying causes of vulnerability without wider changes in social and economic policy.
In conclusion, the multi-agency model in Wales plays a vital role in promoting the welfare of children and young people by encouraging collaboration between key services such as education, health, social care, and the police. This joined-up approach reflects a clear shift towards early intervention, information sharing, and holistic support, all of which are essential in identifying and responding to safeguarding concerns effectively. The model is strongly underpinned by legislation, policy developments, and theoretical perspectives, which collectively highlight the importance of viewing a child’s development within their wider social context and ensuring their basic needs for safety, stability, and well-being are met. However, although the framework is well established in policy and structure, this essay has shown that its effectiveness in practice is more complex. Barriers such as communication difficulties, resource limitations, role ambiguity, and differences in professional priorities can weaken collaboration between agencies. In addition, issues such as power imbalances and inconsistent implementation of the child’s voice demonstrate that safeguarding is not always fully child-centred in practice. Serious case reviews and academic research further highlight that recurring weaknesses, such as poor information sharing and a lack of professional curiosity, continue to impact outcomes despite ongoing reforms. Furthermore, while multi-agency working is effective in responding to individual cases of concern, it is more limited in addressing wider structural issues such as poverty, inequality, and adverse childhood experiences, which significantly influence children’s life chances. This suggests that safeguarding systems alone cannot fully improve outcomes without broader social and economic change. Overall, the multi-agency model remains an essential and valuable approach to safeguarding in Wales, offering a strong framework for cooperation and early intervention. However, its success depends not only on policy and structure, but also on effective communication and adequate resources. To fully promote the welfare of children and young people, these systems must continue to develop while also recognising and addressing the wider societal factors that impact children’s lives.
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