ECES6009 Making a Difference
Multi-Agency Working and Person Centred Practice
 

Introduction

Multi-agency working is fundamental to ensuring many important rights are met such as the rights to education, safety, and health. These rights transpire to services whose responsibility it is to meet these needs such as education services, social services, and healthcare. Within this portfolio, there will be an analysis of what is meant by multi-agency working and the benefits and challenges that arise with it. Theoretical and legislative perspectives will also be included. Given that there are a large range of multi-agency organisations such as Flying Start and SNAP Cymru, this portfolio will be focusing on Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hubs, otherwise known as M.A.S.H. A key aspect of M.A.S.H, along with all multi-agency services alike, is person centred planning. Person centred planning is essential for ensuring that both an individual’s needs, and their families need are met. This portfolio aims to discuss how M.A.S.H use and integrate person centred planning within their service and how it is used.
 
Analysis of definitions of multi-agency working

The Social Care Institute for Excellence define multi-agency working as providing a seamless response to individual’s needs (The Social Care Institute for Excellence, 2021) though there can be wide interpretations and definitions. There are different variants of the term such as ‘multi-disciplinary, ‘inter-disciplinary’, ‘multi-professional work’ and ‘partnership working’. Percy-Smith (2006) says difficulty posed in agreeing on a definition is due to the amount of variations of these different terms across policies. The term ‘multi-agency working’ along with its variants embodies a multitude of interlocking concepts. Two key words when trying to define multi-agency working are ‘collaboration’ and ‘partnership’ (Gasper, 2010). Whittington (2003, quoted in, Gasper, 2010, p. 5) speaks about partnership as being a state of a relationship and goes on to say that ‘collaboration is the active process of partnership in action’. Another definition given by the UK Centre for the Advancement of Interprofessional Education (CAIPE) is based around the ideology that it is a situation where ‘any two or more professionals share learning with, from and about each other to develop and improve collaborative practice’ (CAIPE, 2005, quoted in Gasper, 2010, p.5). This in turn improves outcomes for the service user. In summary of these terms and definitions, multi-agency working is essentially agencies working together to respond to an issue. There are three different models of multi-agency working. These models are multi-agency panels, multi-agency teams and integrated services (Every Child Matters, 2005). Multi-agency panels remain employed by their own companies but meet on a regular basis as a panel to discuss children who would benefit from a multi-agency output (Every Child Matters, 2005). Multi-agency teams are made up of practitioners who have come together from agencies for an independent project or focus task (Anning, 2010). The practitioners are either recruited or seconded for a period of time (Every Child Matters, 2005). Lastly, integrated service comes in the form of a hub available to a community, separate services work within the hub in a collaborative way (Every Child Matters, 2005). 
 
Person centred planning is another important term that will be discussed within this portfolio. Person centred planning puts the individual’s need at the centre of all planning and decision making which will affect them (Council for Disabled Children, 2021). It ensures that children feel that they are listened to and that their opinions and needs are valued. O’Brien and O’Brien (2000) describe it as:

A conscious search for new categories through which to understand the experience of people with developmental disabilities and work with them and their allies to change that experience for the better (O’Brien and O’Brien, 2000, p. 20).

Whilst O’Brien and O’Brien (2000) speak specifically about disability, this can also extend to others with different needs and vulnerabilities. Person centred planning aims to give children and their families both control and freedom. Mercer (2003) says that it gives them the freedom to make decisions regardless of how big or small they are. When children feel that they are listened to, it enables adults to help get to know children better and learn about the likes and dislikes (Council for Disabled Children, 2003). This helps to ensure that there are opportunities to engage in activities with the correct support and assistance (Mercer, 2003).
 
Benefits and challenges of multi-agency working

Multi-agency working ultimately developed because of many devastating cases where there have been tragedies as a consequence of information not being passed from services and a lack of designated responsibility. Therefore, multi-agency working aims to improve services to ensure that needs are identified and met, that there is early intervention, the correct support is provided and to improve outcomes for children and their families through sharing information and working together (Atkinson et al. 2010). When agencies work together, there are more chances to identify needs and ensure they are dealt with holistically. Resources are also more focused which means actions are part of a coherent shared strategy (Gasper, 2010). Furthermore, by working together agencies can save time resulting in earlier identification and faster outcomes. The National Evaluation of Sure Start (2004) has found that multi-agency working has improved access to childcare and education, enabled access to more services, improved well-being and reduced some of the worst effects of poverty (Gasper, 2010).
 
Through working together, positive, and effective relationships have developed between services. Collaborative working has led to an increase of communication between services which has resulted in a better understanding of other services and their roles. To further this, Allnock et al. (2006) and Dickson et al. (2004) state that acquiring a good knowledge of other services could help contribute to effective multi-agency working (Allnock et al. 2006 and Dickinson et all 2004, quoted in Atkinson, Jones and Lamont, 2007). Understanding between agencies, along with trust, can lead to ‘willingness to take risks, enhanced potential for innovation and improved outcomes’ (Akinson, Jones and Lamont, 2007, p. 29). Effective partnerships result in improved services, identification in service gaps and improved integration (Fox and Butler, 2014). Moran et al. (2007) says social workers have voiced that they felt that their developing relationships with schools would result in better outcomes for children and their families as there is a greater understanding of child protection which leads to early identification and faster referrals.
 
The social workers in which Moran et al (2007) writes about also discuss how they felt settings away from the social services’ office, such as community hubs, help families feel less stigmatised by their involvement. Similarly, having social services integrated within school settings helps improve approachability. A study showed how parents who would usually avoid speaking social workers began to build positive relationships with them over time when regularly introduced to them at open evenings in their child’s school. This positively impacted perceptions which meant it was more likely that there would be earlier intervention and reduction in family difficulties (Moran et al. 2007). This affirms Fox and Butler’s literature (2014) in which they state that effective partnerships should appear to be integrated services from the service user’s viewpoint (Fox and Butler, 2014).
 
Though multi-agency working has many benefits, it also comes with its challenges. Communication has been identified as one of the largest challenges in multi-agency working (Atkinson, Doherty and Kinder, 2003). Sharing information is essential within multi-agency working however this can be difficult sometimes due to the Data Protection Act 1998. Some agencies may be unsure of what information they are able to pass on. Gasper (2010) speaks of how an Act designed to protect people can now sometimes be a barrier in enabling closer partnership which would provide better outcomes. Similarly, challenges can also occur when agencies are unaware of each other’s roles and responsibilities (Dunhill, Elliott and Shaw, 2010). When this occurs, there may be conflict over areas of responsibility along with disagreements over which actions to take (Atkinson, Doherty and Kinder, 2003).
 
Different agencies and professionals having different models of understanding and views also cause challenges when working together. In Anning’s (2010) study, she found that within the five multi-agency teams present, each had prominent models in which they based their practice on. The health team based their practice on the medical model, therefore focused mostly on medical diagnoses. A social worker from the study commented on how in her practice she gets to know children and their families aims, which is based on the social model, whereas consultants are more concerned with a child’s rehabilitation and therefore she raises the question of ‘what is success measured by?’ to the interviewer. She discusses whether it would be the child making a full recovery or whether it would be the child being able to re-join the family who would be able to care for them. Within this study, (Anning) 2010 shows the contrast between how different professionals’ views on models can affect the overall outcome and how the agencies work together to reach this. Moran et al. (2007) also speaks of how difficulties within different perspectives can cause barriers and says some social workers felt the medical model sometimes took dominance.
 
Background to multi-agency safeguarding hubs (including theoretical perspective)

Multi-agency safeguarding hubs, otherwise known as M.A.S.H, were developed in 2011 as a response to failures of agencies not working together to protect children, young people, and their families (Dunne and Finalay, 2016). They are made up of a range of agencies such as health services, social services, and the police. Multi-safeguarding hubs have become single points of contact regarding safeguarding concerns which was a core aim when establishing multi-agency safeguarding hubs. M.A.S.H have a three-stage framework. In a stage one, a vulnerable child is identified, and a risk assessment is done. The risk assessment is ranked high, medium, or standard. The higher the risk is, the faster the referral is processed (Shorrock, Mcmanus and Kirby, 2019). This risk assessment may be done by different services such as the police depending on the case and hub. If a referral meets the criteria to go onto stage two, agencies will then gather to share and analyse information. If the referral does not go onto stage two, it will most likely be recorded as ‘no further action’ (Shorrock, Mcmanus and Kirby, 2019). Lastly, stage three is when decisions are made. The referral will be reviewed by the relevant agencies and interventions will be put in place (Shorrock, Mcmanus, Kirby, 2019). This may be done virtually through emails and phone calls, or agencies may meet. The aim of M.A.S.H is to improve safeguarding responses and the Home Office (2014) have said there has been improvements in more accurate risk assessments, thorough management of cases to ensure they do not get ‘lost’ in the system, better understanding between agencies and more efficiency in the use of resources (Home Office, 2014).
 
Anning (2010) speaks of two theories relevant to multi-agency working. One of which is Engestrom’s (1999) activity theory. A key feature of his activity theory is that conflict is inevitable within the world of work as tasks get reassigned and distributed within organisations. His ideology involved the idea that this conflict must be debated openly to make progress towards creating new knowledge and forms of practice (Anning, 2010). He says that there should be clear visions for the future and also speaks of ‘expansive learning cycles’, this is when:
 
Communities/teams come together with different knowledge, expertise, and histories to pursue a common goal. In order to effect change, they must work through the processes of articulating differences, exploring alternatives, modelling solutions, examining an agreed model and implementing activities (Anning, 2010, p. 12).
 
Within multi-agency safeguarding hubs, services come together with a common aim and vision for each case and go through the expansive learning cycle as thought by Engestrom (1999) in order to reach the best outcome possible.
 
Another theory discussed by Anning (2010) is Wenger’s (1998) ‘communities of practice’ theory. The theory is based on the premise that knowledge is formed within ‘communities of practice’ through participation and reification (Anning, 2010). In Wenger’s (1998) theory, participation is the shared interactions and experiences of the members of the community working towards a common goal (Anning, 2010). Reification, according to Wenger (1998), is the ‘explication of versions of knowledge into representations such as documents or artefacts’ (Anning, 2010, p. 11). He felt the construction of professional identities in shared environments are essential. To explain what Wenger (1998) meant by identities, for him it is a way of talking about how learning changes someone. In terms of multi-agency working, the theory highlights the importance of agencies working in partnership and learning together, essentially forming a community of practice that is characterised by a ‘shared history of learning and social relationships’ (Anning, 2010, p.11). To develop this community of practice, there must be mutual engagement, shared accountability, and shared repertoire (Anning, 2010, p.11).
 
Bronfenbrenner’s (1974) ecological systems theory also underpins multi-agency working and relates to it largely. His ideology is that everything that is around a child, affects the child and therefore came up with four layers that surround the child, thus creating the ecological system. The first layer which is closest to the child is the microsystem. The structures within this layer directly affect the child (Paquette and Ryan, 2001). This includes family, school, work, and peers. The second layer, the mesosystem, provides the connections between the structures in the microsystem (Paquette and Ryan, 2001). For example, the parent’s relationship with the child’s school. The third layer is the exosystem which is a larger social system and includes structures such as other family and the neighbourhood (Paquette and Ryan, 2001). Lastly is the macrosystem. This includes structures like laws, customs, and attitudes (Paquette and Ryan, 2001). When looking at the vast number of services that work in multi-agencies such as multi-agency safeguarding hubs, it is clear why certain services are involved. For example, registered social landlords and housing are part of Bridgend’s M.A.S.H. as according to Bronfenbrenner (1974), neighbourhoods are part of a child’s exosystem.
 
Multi-agency safeguarding hubs partner overview (including legislative perspective)

Multi-agency safeguarding hubs are made up of many different agencies. London’s local safeguarding board has stated that children’s social care, youth offending service, police, housing, health, and education should be involved (Home Office, 2014). In particular, Bridgend’s MASH has given an overview of who is involved in their multi-agency and are as follows:

Bridgend’s Bridgend County Borough Council (Children’s and adult services, early help, education, housing, mental health services, drugs and alcohol team and independent domestic violence advocates.)
[bookmark: m_8668499381295556284__Hlk65446987]South Wales Police Public Protection Unit (Child abuse investigation unit, vulnerable adult unit, domestic abuse unit, missing person and child exploitation team.)
Registered social landlords
Probation and community rehabilitation
Health (Public protection nurses and child and adolescent mental health Services, or CAMHS, liaison worker)
Bridgend Association of Voluntary Organisations, or BAVO, social navigator
Barnardos child sexual exploitation, or CSE, advocate (Bridgend County Borough Council, 2021).
 
The involvement of so many agencies working together occurred because of the Children’s Act 2004. It requires every local authority to appoint a senior officer who will be responsible for coordinating children’s services (Anning, 2010). The Children’s Act (2004) ensures that services work together to meet the needs of children, this means practitioners working together as a team (Hughes and Owen, 2009). Section 11 of the Act states what type of organisations should be involved in ensuring the welfare of children such as NHS services and safeguarding boards, it was included to ensure that outcomes for children were improved. A recommendation as part of the Laming Report (2003) which was an enquiry into the tragic death of Victoria Climbie, was put forward that the government should investigate implementing a database on national scale which would enable the sharing of information of vulnerable children to agencies, especially when a child is being moved around a lot (Laming, 2003). The Children’s Act (2004) paved the way for this legally, the database contains basic information such as the child’s name, address, GP and the practitioners involved with the child (Anning, 2010). There are safety precautions implemented with this database, such as ensuring all professionals who access the data base have a criminal record check. Other precautions include hiding certain details if it is deemed for example that a member of family could be in harm if their location is revealed in cases of domestic abuse (Anning, 2010). This system helps enable agencies to integrate and work together and support early identifications.
 
The Social Services and Well-being Wales Act 2014 which came into force in 2016, is specific to Wales. It is the legal framework for social services in Wales to improve well-being. Key features of the Act ensures that people are able to have a choice, control and make decisions which involve their care, that there are stronger safeguarding powers, there is a preventative approach, and that authorities and boards work together to drive integration and improve services (Welsh Government, 2016). The three main features of the act are to ensure that service users are enabled to have a say with person centred practice, that partnership drives service delivery and that the correct support is given at the correct time (Welsh Government, 2016). The ‘Partnership and Integration’ part of the Act is important in relation to multi-agency working. It states that ‘local authorities and health boards must work together’ (Welsh Government, 2016, p. 6). This is to improve services and outcomes for both children and adults.
 
Another act specific to Wales is the Additional Learning Needs Tribunal Bill (2018). The Act, which has not yet been implemented, will see the term ‘special educational needs’ change to ‘additional learning needs’. It is transformational and has combined single systems to create a unified one for learners aged 0-25 with additional learning needs (Welsh Government, 2018). Other changes include creating a single plan, known as an Independent Development Plan (IDP) to replace other statutory and non-statutory plans for learners along with the ALN code which are legally enforceable parameters to ensure that organisations that are responsible for children and young people must act accordingly (Welsh Government, 2018). Person centred planning has been emphasised and the Act requires that individuals’ views should always be considered and that children and their families feel that they are part of the planning process. Another area of focus which has been emphasised is the increased collaboration between services. It encourages partnership working and information sharing to ensure early identification and that the correct support is given (Welsh Government, 2018).
 
Roles and responsibilities

With so many services working together within multi-agency working, it is important that there is a clear understanding of roles and responsibilities. As previously mentioned, there are several services that work together within a Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hub such as social services, police, education and health (Home Office, 2014). The involvement of health services has been said to be especially important, their information and view can be crucial though the Home Office (2014) says that health care professionals are more likely to share information with other health care professionals rather than other services (Home Office, 2014). Education services have also been reported to be important by the Home Office (2014), Another service highlighted are the voluntary sector in regards to safeguarding as non-statutory organisations can help service users feel more comfortable. In addition, importance has also been placed on analysts who examine data and find trends and hotspots, this can be an important aspect for early identification (Home Office, 2014).
Though each service has their own agenda, when interviewees were asked about roles and responsibilities of agencies in a study by the National Foundation for Educational Research, the majority of interviewees spoke generally about roles and responsibilities rather than specific agencies and what they do (Atkinson et al. 2001). Leadership and management are needed when several services are involved. A lead professional will oversee and coordinate activity and will also be a point of contact for children and their families in order to improve their experience. However, in some cases there may be more than one person involved in line management. Line management includes activities such as overseeing planning and monitoring workload, time management, team building and motivating team members (Children’s Workforce Development Council, 2010). Similarly, an operational manager is independent and aims to bind the services together to work towards a shared goal. The responsibility for multi-agency safeguarding hub actions belongs to all line managers regardless of their seniority, the Home Office (2014) notes that some felt that safeguarding boards should provide an independent overview of multi-agency safeguarding hubs. When action is needed, a core group is formulated, and they are responsible for the implementation of child protection plans. All core members from agencies need to undertake their roles and responsibilities in accordance with the child protection plan. All members of the group have set responsibilities. The London Child Protection Procedures (2021) details these responsibilities. They must assist the line managers and participate in assessments by helping formulate and implementing a plan and monitoring and evaluating progress. Another essential core group member role is making recommendations in reviews to ensure the child has the best outcome possible (London Child Protection Procedures, 2021).
 
Further analysis from the National Foundation for Educational Research’s study into multi-agency working, more specifically roles and responsibilities within multi-agency working, found that interviewees most commonly cited the role of representing their agency in groups such as a core group or steering group (Atkinson et al. 2001). The top role cited was management and initiative development. Though there may be more than one line manager, it was found to often be a single agency with the majority having been found as education services and social services. This contrasts from the Home Office (2014) who stated that health care practitioners often take the lead though it is important to acknowledge that the study in which Atkinson et al. (2001) writes about is dated in comparison to the Home Office’s (2014) newer report. The second most cited role was providing training, advice and support to others (Atkinson et al. 2001). When interviewees were asked about their role in this area, the most staff who felt they offered this was the education department with health care professionals coming second and the social services third. Through the various studies of roles and responsibilities within multi-agency working, education services, health care professionals and the social services appear to have consistent strong involvement. Anning (2010) found that conflict arises between services about what their training equipped them to do, she also found that some professionals with expertise were unhappy about being branded as generalists (Anning, 2010).
 
Person centred planning with critique

The importance of person centred planning has been emphasised with the development of acts such as the Social Services and Well-being Act Wales (2014) and the Additional Learning Needs Tribunal Bill (2018) which has yet to be implemented. With social services and educational professionals having large and important involvement within multi-agency safeguarding hubs, there is even more prominence of person centred planning being at the centre of partnership and collaboration. One of the key aims of the Additional Learning Needs Tribunal Bill (2018), otherwise known as the ALN bill, is to ‘improve the planning and delivery of support for learners from 0-25 with ALN, placing learners’ needs, views, wishes and feelings at the heart of the process’ (Welsh Government, 2018, p. 2). This lays legal foundations to ensure that person centred planning is always in place and acknowledged in decision making processes. Person centred planning aims to help children express their views and be part of decisions that affect them, helps practitioners get to know the child so that they can improve experiences and make plans that provide positive outcomes for children and their families (Tower Hamlets Psychology Service, 2015).
 
One page profiles are a common approach to person centred planning. They provide a format to record what is most important to a person in one place (Tower Hamlets Psychology Service, 2015). One page profiles contain information such as what the child wants and likes, who is important to them and what they do not like. Sanderson (2015) extends on one page profiles and says that the ‘working and not working’ tool can be used. This identifies what is and is not working so that outcomes can improve (Sanderson, 2015). The new Additional Learning Needs Tribunal Act has introduced Independent Development Plans, otherwise known as IDP’s. An Independent Development Plan will replace one page profiles along with other statutory and non-statutory special educational need plans for children and young people (Welsh Government, 2018). There are some criticisms of one page profile type approaches. Hagner, Helm and Butterworth (1996) say that the process can be constrained by facilitators’ tendency to behave according to previous roles and training. They also pose queries as to how this would facilitate in a classroom where they may be numerous children with IDP’s, it raises the question of how a teacher could cater to all children in the classroom. Dunhill, Elliott and Shaw (2010) bring attention that even though it may be demanding and hard applying a person centred approach, it should not be an excuse for professionals to ignore children’s voices. Another critique brought up by Hagner, Helm and Butterworth (1996) is the question of whether it is really the child’s meeting or the adults meeting, questions the level of participation (Hagner, Helm and Butterworth, 1996). Contributions towards one page profiles can also sometimes not be effective. If a child has not had much thought towards their wants or does not feel confident in engaging, the experience may seem superficial and loses its meaning to the child. In the event this happens a practitioner may take over and provide too much input (Tower Hamlets Psychology Service, 2015).
 
Expanding on the notions of levels of participation, Hart’s (1992) ‘ladder of participation’ can be used to critique person centred planning. Hart (1992) has identified eight different levels of participation. These levels are manipulation, decoration, tokenism, assigned but informed, consulted, and informed, adult-initiated shared decisions with children, child-initiated and directed and child-initiated shared decisions with adults (Dunhill, Elliott and Shaw, 2010). The level of participation that Hagner, Helm and Butterworth (1996) refer to can be analysed using Hart’s (1992) ladder of participation. Professionals who work in multi-agency safeguarding hubs can also use it as a tool when planning an approach and considering how much control and choice children really have in person centred planning. Person centred planning approaches should always aim to reach the higher levels of the ladder. Hart (1992) argues that the three lower levels of the ladder are non-participatory. Tokenism for example, is when children take part and are given a voice however actually have little control (Dunhill, Elliott and Shaw, 2010). An example of this would asking a child for their opinion with low intentions of trying to meet it. It is when analysing person centred approaches that practitioners need to consider how involved the child and family really are. In multi-agency working, children and their families may feel overwhelmed or unsure of who to talk to which is why there is always a lead professional attached to their case who is a point of contact for the child and the family.
 
Conclusions

In conclusion, this portfolio has highlighted the importance of multi-agency working and how working in partnership and collaboration can provide better outcomes for children and their families. Due to developments in policy and legislations, it is clear that integrated working is needed in order to meet the goals and aims set out in these documentations, especially when fulfilling the Children’s Act 2004. Whilst multi-agency working is a positive step in meeting children’s needs, evidence shows that it can be complex and growing literature has highlighted the barriers and challenges that it poses. It can be difficult to put into practice successfully, there must be strategic planning, commitment, enthusiasm and changes in attitude and ways of working (Percy-Smith, 2006). Investments are needed, along with time and resources for staff in order for them to develop the skills to integrate with other services (Atkinson et al. 2001). The National Foundation for Education Research suggests that familiarity needs to offered along with initial training when introducing multi-agency working along with continuing professional development (Atkinson et al. 2001). It has also been previously mentioned that there many variations for the term ‘multi-agency’ working without a single agreed definition. Going forwards, it would be of value to refine terms and descriptions associated with multi-agency working to advance general awareness and understandings of the process and outcomes (Atkinson et al. 2001). Percy-Smith (2006) also suggests that there should be more study and analysis on the impact of outcomes for children and their families as a result of multi-agency working. She also suggests that it would be of value to ‘examine the extent to which strategic partnerships facilitate the development of more effective multi-agency operational arrangements’ which leads to more beneficial outcomes (Percy-Smith, 2006, p. 9). In addition, it would also be useful to establish and analyse to the extent of which these benefits are attributed to multi-agency working (Percy-Smith, 2006). In regard to person centred practice, it is not a new development but one that has been more engrained within policy and legislation in recent years. The implementation of the Additional Learning Needs Tribunal Act (2018) will see more emphasis on person centred planning within settings and organisations and the integration of services to reach goals.
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