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What is multi-agency working? What who when and why

This research will be considering the main benefits and challenges for multi-agency working. The research will also discuss what multi-agency working is and the different types of multi-agency working. Also, to be included will be evidence of child protection and safeguarding legislation and procedures. For the purpose of this assignment the sector of society that will be discussed will be multi-agency working with children and young people, with reference to good practice and theory.
Gasby (2012, p. 73) describes multi-agency as meaning when organisations work together to deliver working services and provide a unified response. This multi-agency approach is applicable when working with children, young people and adults whom may be vulnerable and have multiple and complex needs. If agencies work effectively together it can lead to appropriate support. Gasby explains how the requirement for joined up services and the cost effectiveness of multi-agency working has led to a ‘national and international emphasis on partnership working’ (2012, p. 73). 
Multi-agency working would allow for resources to be concentrated on an individual in the most effective way, for both the individual and for the agencies involved, leading to enhanced and improved outcomes for individuals (Cheminais, 2009, p. 26). An Advocate can play a central role in the process of helping the many agencies involved in support of an individual to work effectively in a directed manner for the best outcome for their client. The responsibilities would extend to communication with any professional agencies to support the individual in a person-centred way, each professional would have a specific role to do. Good communication between all agencies involved would be essential, this is an area where an advocate can play an important role, and subsequently advocacy is now deemed an essential part of support for individuals who have communication issues according to SCIE (2015). 
This multi-agency approach is used so that all the professionals can communicate and act in the individual’s best interests, Cheminais (2009, pp. 44-45) discusses the building of strong relationships and trust between the various agencies involved in multi-agency work and shows how it is an essential component of multi-agency working. An advocate can fulfil a role of facilitating effective communication between these multiple agencies forming strong relationships and improving outcomes for their client, whilst working to avoid the common problems associated with multidisciplinary working (Thompson, 2015, pp. 174-175). 
Salmon (2004) states how multi-agency collaboration has become an essential tool in the provision of child services, however, the author also shows that much research into this area has been focussed on the barriers to effective multi-agency working in child’s services, and often fails to report on the success of this collaborative working, and what factors contributed to successful multi agency approaches. Abbot, Watson & Townley (2005) look closer at this positive effect of multi-agency approach for children with complex health care needs and find positive differences in the health care needs of individuals. However, the authors also show that this approach failed to improve the wider needs, such as emotional and social needs, of the child and the family.
In an educational setting Every Child Matters (DfES, 2003) ‘provides a climate that fosters and encourages partnership working’ (Cheminais, 2009, p. 28), placing obligations on anyone working with children in any sector to ensure the wellbeing of the children in their care (Newcombe, 2018). Every Child Matters (DfES, 2003) was introduced in 2003 and cements a commitment to ensure the safety of children, aged 0 to 19, and keeps them from harm (Cheminais, 2009, p.2). There are 5 key principles aims to secure the wellbeing of children, regardless of circumstance and background. The policy applies to anyone working with children, putting in place organisational safeguarding policies and procedures, ensuring that organisations working with children are fulfilling the obligations to protect children from harm. 
In 2004 the Children Act was put in place which further strengthened the importance of multi-agency partnerships and their work towards achieving the five wellbeing outcomes of Every Child Matters (2003). This legislation was a direct response to failings in the inter-agency communications in a specific case resulting in the tragic death of Victoria Climbie. The Children Act (2004) made it a requirement for local authorities to: identify the needs, circumstances and aspirations of children and young people; agree the contribution of each agency to meeting the ECM outcomes; improve information sharing between agencies and oversee collaborative agency working in commissioning delivery and integration of services (Cheminais, 2009, pp. 2-3).
In February 2000 Victoria Climbie was announced dead, she was an eight-year-old west African girl who lived with her great auntie Maria Therese Kouao and her boyfriend Carl Manning. Over a period of time the couple subjected Victoria to brutal torture, abuse and starvation. The investigation into the death of Victoria became the most extensive inquiry into the failings of the child protection system in British history (Batty, 2005). The investigation was undertaken publicly and was the first inquiry into child protection that investigated the role of social services, the NHS and the police (Batty, 2005). The public nature of this enquiry led to outrage about the failings of child protection in the UK and blame of the individuals involved. Lord Laming, the chief inspector of social services led this investigation aimed at understanding what went wrong across all agencies involved. While there was personal error that added to the failings in this system (Revans, 2002), Lord Laming was looking for a deeper understanding of the multi-agency network of support services, trying to work out where these systems had failed in Victoria’s case (Laming, 2003, p. 120), and suggested serious re-evaluation of working together, guidelines for inter-agency working in order to better protect children and stop this type of tragedy ever occurring again (Laming, 2003 p.313).
Victoria was known to four London boroughs, two hospitals, two police child protection teams and the national society for the prevention of cruelty to children, yet still vital concerns for her safety were missed. The inquiry uncovered that child protection staff missed at least twelve chances to save Victoria (Pook, 2001), with Health services, police, housing charities and social services failing to work together effectively to protect Victoria (Batty, 2002). The enquiry cost 3.8 million and heard from 158 witnesses and 121 child protection experts (Batty, 2002), it took nearly two years to reach its conclusion (Laming, 2003). It exposed a gross failure of the system and a complete breakdown in multi-agency child protection within the UK.
In January 2003 Lord Laming concluded in his final report that the child protection system failed as a result of lack of ‘basic good practice’ (Batty, 2002) by frontline staff and noted that senior managers failed to take responsibility for the failings of their organisations. The report made 108 recommendations, its main proposals were aimed at those in senior positions, from government ministers down to local authority chief executives, and held them to account. Laming vowed that Victoria’s suffering would mark a turning point in ensuring effective child protection in the UK (Pook, 2001). Based on inspections of social services, health, education and youth justice, after the enquiry, found "serious failings" remained in child protection agencies, with many agencies working with children "often unclear" about how to recognise signs of abuse or neglect, or how to act on them (Batty, 2002).
Due to this event and the findings regarding the failings of protecting vulnerable children, the government have had to amend a variety of legislation and guidelines for child protection. Plans were created to renovate child protection with an emphasis on multi-agency practice within services such as children trusts, educational departments and health boards. Laming’s enquiry emphasised the importance of monitoring the quality of care but also emphasised the duty of care that any individual working in any sector has to protect children (2003). The enquiry also points out that in order to improve this duty of care, training and education is essential in order to ensure that all staff in various sectors can recognise and follow procedure to report any instance where they suspect abuse (Hall, 2003, p. 293). In September 2003, a green paper was published Every Child Matters (DfES, 2003) which aimed to address some of the issues and failings noted in Laming’s enquiry. Shortly after the Children Act published in 2004 further changed how children were protected in the UK and allowed for the formation of a nationwide child database, ensuring the collection of information became routinely collected. Jansson (2016) highlights the importance of recording data in order for policy advocates working to improve the care sectors to establish the scope, magnitude and urgency of the problem. The Children Act (2004) also made it policy that any agency that is aware of maltreatment of a child, or misconduct by the guardian, should inform any of the other agencies involved in the protection of the child (Claridge, 2019). These two pieces of legislation also changed the structural makeup of services within the UK and put a director of children’s services in place in all councils with a responsibility for the effective delivery of children’s services to protect children in their area (MA Education, 2018; Gov.uk, 2018, p.5). 
Multi-agency partnerships should afford a better level of protection in child protection matters. However even with the introduction of legislation promoting multi-agency working poorly coordinated integration and a lack of continuity and information sharing between agencies persisted along with unclear accountability for child protection matters (Cheminais, 2009 p. 2).  As a result of reviews of these systems changes have been made to policies that safeguard children to better protect individuals in these matters. In order for multi-agency working to be effective, policies and procedures are in place so all involved agencies can be clear about their provisions (Home Office, 2014). Whilst there is a need to adhere to these policies and procedures and follow protocol, professional individual judgement still plays a major role in identifying safeguarding issues, and there may be serious consequences if something is missed as a direct result of rigid adherence to policies and procedures (Martinelli, 2018). Similarly a lack of knowledge involving abuse or neglect may be influential in workers reporting or raising concerns, and it is recommended that all staff have developmental training to expand knowledge and skills in these areas (Richardson, 2009; Cheminais, 2018, p.31; Martinelli, 2018; Gov.uk, 2018, p.12). 
A policy sets out the organisations position and should give employees a plan of what to do in a particular situation. Policies should set a course of action intended to influence and determine decisions, actions and other matters. Policies need constant reviewing, they need to be able to change because they often will not cover all eventualities (proceduresonline, no date).  Reporting is essential to make these reviews possible. However, this is another area that is open to the interpretation of events by the individual reporting and is subject to personal experience. Someone with lots of experience in understanding violent behaviours may report something in a way that underplays the significance and does not result in an appropriate action being put in place for that situation. Good policies and procedures should improve safeguarding of individuals.
Procedures (no date) describe how a policy will be put into action (proceduresonline, no date). Procedures should consist of a set of instructions outlining what staff member should do something, what steps to take if any issues are raised and documents that need to be filled out in order to report on the concerns. By filling out the documentation this data is added to the database that has become part of child protection law fulfilling the need for professionals to have transparency in safeguarding issues (Kent County Council, 2018). It has become a statutory requirement to keep records of any concerns regarding children. An obvious event or incident will be recorded under these procedural guidelines but the recording of several small incidents or observations can highlight concerns of neglect or abuse, providing evidence for safeguarding professionals to look into (Kent County Council, 2018). The government document Working together to Safeguard Children (Gov.uk, 2018, p.72) highlights how it is the responsibility of any professional from any sector to promote child welfare. The Children Act 2004 section 11 makes it a duty to consider safeguarding of children by all professionals working with them, whilst section 12 covers the recording of this data into a database, in line with Working Together To Safeguard Children (2018) that highlights the responsibility of these workers to record any suspected neglect or abuse and share this information, in order to improve the safeguarding and protection of children who may be at risk (Gov.uk, 2018, p.12).  
There should be clear benefits to a multi-agency approach especially for matters of safeguarding. With more professional people involved in the lives of children there is more of a chance to spot incidents or signs of a problem that a child may be experiencing (Gov.uk, 2018, p.12). This was a major part of the Victoria Climbie enquiry where even though multiple agencies had concerns over the safety of Victoria, these failings still led to her death because of a lack of action. As soon as a referral over safety concerns is accepted a multi-agency assessment should be undertaken to put in place various appropriate measures in protection of the child (Gov.uk. 2018, p.35). The Children Act (2004) section 17 shows that the wellbeing of the child should play an important role in these referral meetings in order to provide appropriate services for the needs of the child, and places a responsibility on the Local Authority to implement this plan with the child’s wellbeing considered. 
A multi-agency approach can lead to better outcomes for children and young people, working closely with others can facilitate exchange of ideas across agencies and allow experts to share their knowledge. The whole idea is to support the child in a mutual way, making advice and support more accessible and breaking down the professional boundaries that may limit the safeguarding opportunities that this type of working practice aims to promote (Cheminais, 2009, p.26). This protection issue however assumes a certain level of understanding of the signs of abuse or neglect which may indicate that action is required, and so training in these areas is essential for all practitioners to ensure that they have knowledge and understanding that is appropriate and can therefore raise concerns when a problem is noticed (Gov.uk, 2018, p.13).
 Another benefit to multiagency working is to build consensus between the different agencies on how best to support individuals and improve relationships and trust between these groups making for more efficient provision of services (Cheminais, 2009, p.26). The primary referral meeting is an opportunity to assess whether a child is in need of ‘rapid future action’ in order to protect them from harm (Gov.uk, 2018, p.35), but is also a chance for all agencies involved to share their ideas and plan realistic appropriate provisions for the child, whilst strengthening working relationships, improving staff morale (Cheminais, 2009, p.27). and allowing for better co-ordination of the services on offer (Cheminais, 2009, p 26-27). Once a reasonable cause for concern is established multi-agency working is essential, and often incorporating many local services such as police, health authorities, social services and local authorities, This allows for information sharing but also improves awareness of the risk to the individual, helping for a more joined up response to any further concerns or new information (Gov.uk.2018, p.35).
The targeted provision of appropriate co-ordinated services is essential to keep families and individuals engaged with the support they are receiving, especially from professional bodies such as healthcare professionals and educational services. Disengagement from these services as a response to poor co-ordination and fragmented support puts the individual in need of protection at higher risk (Gov.uk, 2018, p.72). The Victoria Climbie case showed multiple failings in this co-ordination between different agencies. Laming’s report highlighted these failings, procedure and legislation were changed in order to minimise the risk that this lack of a co-ordinated approach from various agencies can place on individuals who require this support (Gov.uk, 2003, pp.313-314). 
So, a collaborative approach from multiple agencies in theory should help form strong consensus between the involved parties, forming strong working relationships, a breakdown of professional boundaries and should assist with the sharing of knowledge, all of which is beneficial to the formation of a structured and co-ordinated multi-agency team in each local authority that have the skills and knowledge to provide a collaborative response with relevant services, improving safeguarding through record keeping and information sharing (Gov.uk, 2018, pp.75-77). 
In theory multi-agency approaches should have an effect of ensuring better protection of children with safeguarding concerns, and laws are now in place that place a responsibility on local authorities to ensure the protection of children within their area. In practice procedures and guidelines reflect the knowledge of how this multi-agency approach can improve the safeguarding of at-risk children, however problems still persist, and areas of concern can be recognised. Funding can be a major problem for many of the agencies that would be involved in the protection of children, and a lack of funding or cuts to services can lead to less staff on the frontline to recognise at-risk individuals (Cheminais, 2009, p.27). These staff also need to be appropriately trained in safeguarding to recognise and be able to co-ordinate with other agencies for the protection of children. Taylor, Jones and Atkinson (2007, p.18, 49, & 61), suggest that professionals share expertise with other involved agencies through training to improve these skills, this has the added benefit of improving communication further and breaking down some barriers between agencies. Time is another major point of contention, sometimes influenced by budgets and monetary concerns, with the agencies or professionals having many responsibilities and only a finite amount of time to work with (Cheminais, 2009, p.27; Atkinson, Jones and Lamont, 2007, pp.3-4 & p.55), this pressure can hinder multi-agency working and lead to the missing of some of the signs of abuse or neglect, delaying the recommended co-ordinated urgent response suggested in Working Together To Safeguard Children (2018). Atkinson Jones and Lamont (2007, p.50) place a large amount of importance on communication and building strong working relationships being key to the effective multi-agency practice that is expected in children’s safeguarding, and is noted that a lack of effective communication can lead to tragic consequences (Laming, 2003 p. 99, p 225, & p. 365; SCIE, 2010). The authors also mention information exchange and the inhibition that non-accurate, out of date and non-exchangeable data can pose to effective multi-agency work (Atkinson, Jones & Lamont, 2007, p.52). 
To improve multi-agency working is combined working as well as getting best outcomes. This can be achieved by better information sharing between the agencies and raising awareness and understanding of other agencies. In addition, the promotion of a shared responsibility between the agencies. They need to supply more services to improving outcomes for children and families. This could be done, by working with other agencies and using their expertise so targets can be achieved.
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