Critically discuss the limits and benefits of the multi-agency approach in Wales for safeguarding children and young people

The multi-agency approach to safeguarding children and young people in Wales is a comprehensive strategy aimed at co-ordinating the efforts of various agencies and professionals to ensure the welfare and protection of vulnerable individuals. As Welsh Government (2014) explain, “multi-agency professional forums are a mechanism for producing organisational learning, improving the quality of work with families and strengthening the ability of services to keep children safe” (p.9) While this approach offers several benefits, it also has its limitations, which must be critically examined.  

One significant benefit of the multi-agency approach is its capacity to bring together different expertise and resources. By involving professionals from sectors such as Education, Healthcare, Social Services and the police, as well as voluntary organisations such as Women’s Aid and NSPCC, this approach ensures a holistic understanding of children’s needs and risks and collectively, to consider ways of best safeguarding the young person in the future. Collaboration between these agencies enables early intervention and individualised support for at-risk children and young people, addressing their needs more effectively. 

Furthermore, the multi-agency approach emphasises information sharing and clear communication, which are essential for identifying and responding to child safeguarding concerns. Through regular meetings, training and shared approaches, professionals working with the young person can exchange vital information, organising suitable intervention and deciding and agreeing upon action to be taken. This collaboration and multi-agency approach can help to recognise patterns of abuse or neglect, thereby preventing further harm and promoting the well-being of young people. Bridgend County Borough’s ‘MASH’ are leading the way in this field – with the Safeguarding Hub providing a range of services, such as police, children’s services and safeguarding, from across the community in one building. MASH act as “the single point of contact for all new safeguarding concerns” aiming to achieve “higher-quality information sharing, analysis and decision-making” (Bridgend County Borough, 2024). If this service effectively safeguards Bridgend’s most vulnerable children and young people from harm at the earliest stages, it should serve as a model to be replicated in other counties across Wales.

In addition, the multi-agency approach fosters accountability and transparency in regards to child protection. By establishing clear roles, responsibilities and practices for each agency and professional involved, it aims to ensure that no child falls through the gaps in the system. As Safeguarding Wales outline, “procedures are designed to standardise practice across all of Wales and between agencies” with “every agency [having] the opportunity to be involved and contribute their practice experience and research expertise” (2024). This collective approach should ensure that all agencies are all adhering to the same procedures, working towards the same goal. While the aim to protect vulnerable children and young people across Wales is commendable, the reality is more complex, which will be discussed in further later. Welsh Government’s commitment to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) was a significant step in 2004, emphasising the need to “ensure that children are protected from all kinds of violence, abuse, neglect and bad treatment by their parents or anyone else who looks after them” (Unicef, 2019). 

 The Welsh Government continues to implement changes to the law in order to protect and safeguard our children. Under the Children’s Act 2020, “all types of physical punishment […] are illegal” (Welsh Government, 2022). This legislation reflects a commitment to safeguarding children, whilst ensuring that the well-being and rights of children are upheld. By prohibiting physical punishment, Wales is prioritising a safer environment for children to grow and develop free from harm. The law aligns with the UNCRC, protecting children from all kinds of violence and abuse.

In Wales, it is necessary for any adults working with child to undergo child protection and safeguarding training, hold Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) checks and adhere to stringent guidelines – this is a significant step forward in ensuring the safety and well-being of children in Wales. The implementation of the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 addresses the commitment to providing a safe environment for children. The involvement of regional safeguarding children boards at a local level, compromising of key stakeholders such as local authorities, NHS Trust and probation services, “ensure[s] the effectiveness of work to protect and promote the welfare of children. They are responsible for local child protection police, procedure and guidance” (NSPCC Learning, 2024). This ensures greater consistency and transparency, streamlining procedures for those working with young people across the country.

A shared accountability between agencies promotes a culture of continuous learning and improvements, where cases can be reviews, areas can be improved and necessary changes can be implemented to safeguard children more effectively in the future. NSPCC Learning (2023) recommend that “frontline practitioners have opportunities to reflect on their practice” and that there are “opportunities for practitioners to come together and learn from each other”. This collective learning and reflection not only enriches individual practices but also contributes to the development of a more cohesive and responsive safeguarding system. By promoting collaboration and continuous learning among frontline practitioners, agencies can better fulfil their duty to protect children and ensure their well-being.
Bottom of Form

However, despite its benefits, the multi-agency approach also faces significant limitations and challenges. One key issue is the potential for information sharing barriers and confidentiality concerns among agencies, which may hinder the exchange of sensitive information, delaying or hindering intervention or decision-making. A multi-agency rapid review into Child Protection procedures in Wales led by Healthcare Inspectorate Wales (2023) showed that “the lack of a central information sharing IT platform” meant that information sharing between agencies could be improved. This echoes one of many recommendations made in the Bichard Inquiry in 2004, following the tragic deaths of Jessica Chapman and Holly Wells. The inquiry emphasised the importance of effective information sharing systems to prevent similar tragedies, stressing that seamless communication between agencies is vital for early intervention and protection of vulnerable children. Addressing this recommendation by Healthcare Inspectorate Wales is crucial to further enhance child protection procedures. 

Additionally, the effectiveness of the multi-agency approach relies heavily on the availability of resources. Budget constraints, staffing shortages and differing priorities can jeopardise the agencies’ capacity to deliver timely and high-quality services to vulnerable children and young people. BBC News reported that “social services in Wales have forecast a budget gap of £646m over the next three years” (Pollock, 2024), whilst the National Education Union described the funding for schools and colleges in Wales as a “crisis” (2023). Insufficient funding and support, such as family support services, can exacerbate risks and perpetuate cycles of harm. 

As the Healthcare Inspectorate Wales reported in 2023, “workforce instability and vacancy gaps across a range of organisations that are involved in child protection can lead to instability for children and their families”.  Welsh council websites showcase a surge in social worker vacancies, mirroring concerns raised in a recent BBC News article. The profession grapples with mounting stress as job demands escalate alongside an influx of referrals, with “more than 220, 000 contacts […] made with children’s services departments [in Wales] in 2022-23” (Pollock, 2023). This strain on professionals and services is evident nationwide, with social workers navigating increasingly challenging circumstances. The BBC News article exclaims that “a social services leader has said she is "frightened about the future" of children's services” (Pollock, 2023). This strain on social services could potentially hinder the timely support and intervention that schools rely on to ensure the well-being and safety of their students. Schools may face delays in receiving assistance or encounter challenges in accessing the necessary resources in an appropriate time frame. 

In a multi-agency approach to safeguarding, confusion can arise due to overlapping responsibilities and differing procedures. Clear lines of accountability are essential to minimise this risk. It is crucial that all actions are allocated and timelines are given to ensure transparency and prevents vital tasks from falling through the cracks. By establishing clear protocols for action, the multi-agency approach can effectively coordinate efforts to safeguard children and young people, minimising the risk of confusion and maximising the impact on collaborative intervention and working.

The tragic case of Victoria Climbié serves as a stark reminder of the dangers of an inadequate multi-agency approach for safeguarding children. Inadequate communication among agencies and confusion about roles and responsibilities led to missed opportunities for vital, life-saving intervention. Fundamentally, “the breakdown in multi-agency working in the case of Victoria Climbié led to tragic results and exposed alarming weaknesses in the current child protection system” (Ramrayka, 2002). The Laming inquiry found twelve occasions on which those professionals who should have been protecting eight year old Victoria, failed to identify and intervene. While progress has been made in some areas, improvements can always be made to address persistent challenges.  Enhancing communication between agencies, clarifying roles and identifying accountability and responsibility are crucial steps towards a more effective multi-agency approach to child protection. Such efforts require sustained commitment from professionals to ensure the safety and well-being of vulnerable children.

Another recommendation by Healthcare Inspectorate Wales into the rapid review of child protection in 2023, was the need for “a consistent approach across Wales to ensure the voice of the child is heard”. Recognising the significance of the child’s voice in safeguarding decisions is crucial, as emphasised by Unicef’s UNCRC where it outlines that “every child has the right to express their views, feelings and wishes in all matters affecting them, and to have their views considered and taken seriously” (Unicef, 2019). Despite this, the practicalities of seeking the views of a vulnerable child during some complicated decision-making processes can often fall short. 

The recommendation highlights the need to ensure children’s voices are consistently heard and valued throughout the safeguarding process. This entails not only listening to children but also actively incorporating their views into decision-making in a meaningful and sensitive way. To achieve this, professionals across agencies involved in child protection must receive training on how to effectively engage with children and respect their views. By prioritising the child’s voice and empowering them to participate in safeguarding decisions, their rights are upheld and outcomes are improved for vulnerable children across Wales. 

In conclusion, the multi-agency approach to safeguarding children and young people in Wales offers significant benefits in terms of consistent practice, cooperation, reflective practice, information sharing and accountability. As a country, Wales recognise that “safeguarding children is everyone’s responsibility” (Healthcare Inspectorate Wales, 2023) with streamlined practices and protocols for those working with children and young people. However, it also faces notable limitations, including barriers to information sharing, communication challenges and finance and resource constraints. Addressing these limitations requires sustained efforts to improve collaboration between professionals, streamline procedures and prioritise investments in Child Protection services. Welsh Government must ensure that  our most vulnerable children are not let down by budget cuts and staffing shortages in the future. Despite its challenges, the multi-agency approach remains a vital strategy for promoting the welfare and safety of children and young people in Wales.
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