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[bookmark: _GoBack]With the needs of children and families becoming increasingly complex, safeguarding children and young people is a critical concern for Wales (Children in Wales, 2022).  According to the Welsh Government (2024a), between 2022 and 2023, 17,513 children in Wales received care and support and 3,968 children were placed on the Child Protection Register (Welsh Government, 2024b).  These figures have shown a steady increase since 2017 (Welsh Government 2024a), highlighting the importance of having a collaborative, multi-agency approach to safeguarding and child protection.  Safeguarding children and young people is a shared responsibility that requires a collaborative effort from all involved.  Every individual has a vital role to play in ensuring the safety, wellbeing and protection of children and young people.  The Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act (2014) provides a framework for promoting early intervention and preventative approaches to safeguarding and child protection.  By fostering collaboration and multi-agency strategies, Wales aims to tackle these challenges, enhance wellbeing and improve children's outcomes, providing consistency and standardised methods for addressing these rising trends. This essay will examine the effectiveness of the multiagency approach to safeguarding children and young people.  It will consider the strengths and challenges of this approach and how safeguarding policies and practices have evolved in response to serious failings that have influenced recent developments in Wales.
The Welsh Government (2025) define Multi-agency working as “organisations, agencies and stakeholders working together to meet the diverse needs of children and young people”.  Walker (2018) identifies three main types of multi-agency working Multi-agency panels, Multi-agency Teams and Integrated services.  Multi-agency panels bring together professionals from various sectors, such as education, social care and health to provide a coordinated response to the often complex needs of children and families. Members of the panel will continue to be employed through their home agency but by pooling expertise, knowledge and perspectives these panels develop a coordinated strategy and make decisions on how best to meet the needs of families (Walker, 2018).  Multi-agency teams consist of professionals working collaboratively towards shared goals which address the needs of families (Walker, 2018).  These teams have a dedicated leader and often work together within the same environment sharing a common focus delivering tailored interventions and providing timely, effective support, sharing resources, knowledge and expertise (Cheminais, 2008).  This approach ensures that children's needs are addressed whilst fostering strong communication and accountability throughout the team (Cheminais, 2008).  Walker (2018) also describes integrated services as the most coordinated form of multi-agency working.  Integrated services involve multiple agencies across different sectors working seamlessly to deliver holistic tailored support to families often from within a centralised hub (Cheminais, 2008).   
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory emphasises the importance of interconnected systems, such as the multi-agency approach, in supporting children’s development.  Putting children at the centre aligns with the Welsh Government's (2015) Person-centred practice in education, The Children’s Rights Approach in Wales (Children's Commissioner for Wales, n.d.) and the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (UNICEF, 1989).  Along with the Children Act (2004), the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 and the Wales Safeguarding Procedures (Social Care Wales, 2020) these policies and frameworks provide the foundations for safeguarding and the multi-agency approach.  Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) theory highlights how interactions between a child and their immediate environment can be enhanced through coordinated approaches (Tong and An, 2024). By providing a structured and collaborative approach as outlined in the Framework on embedding a whole-school approach to emotional and mental wellbeing (Welsh Government, 2021c), safeguarding can be strengthened and the relationships within the microsystems such as family and schools can be supported (National Development Agency, 2016).  Working collaboratively within the microsystem can significantly improve outcomes for the child (Guy-Evans, 2024).  As described by Moorhead et al. (2020) initiatives such as Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hubs (MASH) allow for timely interactions between the various microsystems by establishing a single point of contact for safeguarding and wellbeing concerns.  This cooperative approach fosters communication and collaboration, streamlines referrals and strengthens the mesosystem (Mcmanus et al., 2022).  
Access to services within the exosystem, such as housing and third-sector organisations, enables interventions that address other factors that influence children’s safety and wellbeing.  This multi-agency approach supports preventative strategies that can reduce long-term needs as outlined in the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act (2014).  The macrosystem in Bronfenbrenner's (1979) theory relates to societal and cultural influences and this collaborative approach aligns with the goals of the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015). The updating of the Wales Safeguarding Procedures (Social Care Wales, 2020)  and the introduction of new policies aims to ensure a timely response that will adapt to the ever-changing needs of families over time, referred to by Bronfenbrenner (1979) as the chronosystem (Tong and An, 2024).  
The multi-agency approach is heavily promoted by the Welsh Government in the Working Together to Safeguard People guide (Welsh Government, 2022b).  This aligns with the principles of the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 and the UNCRC (UNICEF, 1989).  The Welsh Government, through the Seven Core Aims (Welsh Government, 2021a) promote a right-based approach to children’s safety and wellbeing.  With a focus on children’s rights, the Children Act 1989, since updated to the Children Act 2004, was designed to improve child welfare services and create a shift from reactive to proactive safeguarding.  This proactive rather than reactive shift emphasised a child-centred approach and was influenced by failings in high-profile cases such as Jasmine Beckford and Kimberly Carlile (Guardian, 1999).  However, the death of Victoria Climbié in 2000 indicated lessons had not been fully learned (Guardian, 2003).  Although known to multiple agencies across different organisations and authorities, these agencies failed to work together effectively or follow basic child protection procedures highlighting failures in information sharing and inter-agency communications (Laming, 2003).  In response to these failures, the Children Act 2004 sought to strengthen multi-agency collaboration and promote shared responsibility for safeguarding children and young people (NYAS, 2019) aligning with the “Every Child Matters” initiative (Department for Education, 2003).  The act placed a legal duty on local authorities to appoint a head of children's services ensuring accountability for safeguarding and promoting a more coordinated approach between agencies (Cheminais, 2008).  
Despite these updates safeguarding remained largely reactive and multi-agency collaboration challenges persisted.  This highlighted the need for a more unified proactive approach (Welsh Government, 2011).  The Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 was introduced to provide the statutory framework for collaboration and multi-agency working, aiming to ensure fully integrated services.  Being child-centred, the act emphasises a proactive preventative approach with a focus on collaboration, wellbeing and early intervention. Together these policies form a key part of the Welsh Government's strategy to improve the safety, well-being and outcomes of children and young people.  They align with the Welsh Government’s (2021a) Seven Core Aims and the goals of the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015.  While the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act (2014) promotes multi-agency working, the policy does have its critics with Clements (2018) stating the act is too complex and fails to provide clear guidance which can limit its effectiveness in fostering collaboration.  These gaps have prompted further updates to safeguarding frameworks, including Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2024), the All Wales Child Protection Procedures (BASW, 2023) and the Wales Safeguarding Procedures (Social Care Wales, 2020). 
The Welsh Government promotes the role of schools in multi-agency working through initiatives such as Community Focus Schools  (Welsh Government, 2022a) Working Together to Safeguard People Code of Practice (Welsh Government, 2022b) and the Framework on embedding a whole-school approach to emotional and mental wellbeing (Welsh Government, 2021c).  These initiatives emphasise collaboration between schools and other services such as social services, health and third-sector organisations to create a holistic support system for children and their families.  Due to their central position in children’s daily lives schools can play a key role in safeguarding and multi-agency working.  Their unique position within communities means schools are ideally placed to identify needs early and provide services and support for children and their families (Welsh Government, 2025). By fostering a safe and supportive environment, as outlined in Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (Maslow, 1943), schools can address a range of children’s needs from physiological and security up to self-actualisation (McLeod, 2024).  
The negative effects of children facing adversity, poverty and poor health and wellbeing are well documented (Public Health Wales, 2020; Walsh et al., 2019; Welsh Government, 2021d). By creating multi-agency support systems that address children’s needs holistically, these negative effects can be significantly mitigated (Atkinson et al., 2002).  By integrating multiple services and key professionals in an accessible and familiar environment such as schools, families can access a wide range of resources including education, health, family programmes, housing assistance and more (Watson, Cameron and Aghtaie, 2014).  As well as being promoted by the Welsh Government (2023), studies show that multi-agency early intervention strategies greatly improve outcomes for families (Early Intervention Foundation, 2023; House of Commons, 2018; Powell et al., 2019). Creating an environment that reduces stigma and encourages open communication can help address needs early, providing families with the support and skills needed to foster resilience and improve self-efficacy (Powell et al., 2019; Welsh Government, 2023; Watson, Cameron and Aghtaie, 2014).  These early intervention multi-agency approaches can improve accessibility and streamline services, reducing duplication leading to cost savings and improved efficiency.  Feinstein (2015) highlights that the financial and societal benefits of early interventions significantly outweigh their costs, reducing the need for crisis services. The Early Intervention Foundation (2018) estimates that in England and Wales, nearly 17 billion pounds per year is spent on late interventions such as child protection, welfare and youth justice. These costs could be mitigated through early action and interventions. Despite these substantial costs, funding for these types of multi-agency intervention services continues to suffer funding cuts (Williams and Franklin, 2022).
To be successful these multi-agency approaches need robust systems in place to ensure good communication, joint accountability and effective team relationships (NSPCC, 2025).  Atkinson, Jones and Lamont, 2007 highlight that providing sufficient training and a complete understanding of other people's roles and responsibilities is a key component of an effective multi-agency approach.  This is further backed up by Frost and Lloyd (2006) who added that strong and effective leadership is essential for multi-agency working.  Multi-agency working does come with significant challenges.  Atkinson, Jones and Lamont (2007), Cheminais (2008) and Dixon et al., (2022) highlight that a lack of clarity and understanding regarding roles and responsibilities often hinders collaboration and can often lead to conflict.  Frost and Lloyd (2006) identify ineffective communication as a barrier to success along with a lack of integrated IT systems and effective methods of sharing information.  A recent report by the Care Inspectorate Wales (2023) shows resource shortages, workforce instability, inconsistent processes and communication issues as significant challenges.  To address these challenges, the report recommends improved training programmes, enhanced collaboration between the agencies along with better information sharing and investments in IT infrastructure.  Despite the Welsh Government’s (2021b) recognition of the importance of children's rights, Care Inspectorate Wales (2023) notes that children’s wishes and opinions are often overlooked.  This aligns with Lewis et al., (2017) and Tyrie and Beauchamp's (2018) findings regarding regional inconsistencies in children’s rights awareness.  However, despite these issues, the Welsh Government, (2021b) have demonstrated a strong commitment to improving children’s rights. 
Atkinson et al. (2002), the Department for Education (2021) and Walker (2018) all emphasise the benefits of multi-agency working.  Bringing together the knowledge, expertise and perspectives of different professionals improves decision-making and facilitates coordinated strategies that streamline services and reduce duplication (Atkinson et al., 2002).  This best practice approach by Bridgend County Borough Council (n.d.) with their MASH model demonstrates how collective working can improve efficiency and provide cost savings improving the long-term outlook of families and broader society (Feinstein, 2015). This collective approach aligns with Wales's broader goals of the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015). However, as highlighted by Clements (2018) and the Care Inspectorate Wales (2023), persistent challenges such as funding limitations, organisational structures, unclear guidance, communication barriers and resource constraints continue to hinder the effectiveness of the multi-agency approach.  To realise the full potential of multi-agency working, the Welsh Government must address these issues by ensuring adequate funding, support and training.  This will help create an integrated and proactive safeguarding system that effectively promotes the safety and wellbeing of children and young people in Wales.   
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