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If your organisation works with children, or supports others that do, you need to know about the move towards integrated working. But what exactly does it mean, how does it work in practice, and what are the implications for the third sector?

The Children’s Workforce Development Council (CWDC) defines integrated working as "everyone supporting children and young people working together effectively to put the child at the centre, meet their needs and improve their lives". It’s unlikely that anyone working with children would argue against this as an aim, so what’s the big deal about integrated working? The new emphasis arises from the Every Child Matters agenda (as outlined by Peg Alexander of CWDC in Circulation 399.12). The Laming enquiry into the death of Victoria Climbié highlighted the failure of the various statutory agencies and professionals to work together in a way that would have raised the alarm at an earlier stage and saved the child from harm. The new push towards integrated working aims to prevent this ever happening again.

Making it real

Making this a reality on the ground is proving to be a complex task, but CWDC is leading on the introduction of shared practices and procedures that seek to break down operational barriers. For example, the Common Assessment Framework, Lead Professional initiative and guidance on information sharing are being rolled out across statutory agencies in England (see below for links to further information). To be fully integrated, however, people who work with children need more than just a set of procedures; increasingly, staff are coming together in multi-agency panels or teams. In these configurations, specialist staff are still employed by a specific statutory body (for example, a department of the local authority) but they will either meet regularly to discuss specific children, or work together day-to-day on a particular issue such as youth offending. The more advanced approach is a fully integrated service, where all the relevant professionals work together in one location to offer a range of support to children and their families; a well-known example of this being Sure Start children’s centres.

Early days

A recent report by CWDC revealed that integrated working is still at an early stage of implementation. The approaches outlined above have tended to be focused on a specific geographical area, community or client group and have often been introduced as a pilot; it seems we are still some distance from the vision of the whole system working in an integrated way. One important stumbling block is culture: staff coming from different agencies may have a very different approach to their fellow professionals – for example in relation to the involvement that the child should have in

decisions made about them. Initiatives such as the Common Assessment Framework are helping to overcome this by providing a shared language and set of tools; some areas have found that running training courses across agency boundaries is making a difference. CWDC’s report also found that integration is happening at different speeds, with some professional groups more integrated than others; most commonly, staff from health, the justice system and schools were least likely to be involved.

Bringing it all together

To date, support for integrated working has tended to focus on bringing together staff from statutory agencies, but what about the third sector? The CWDC report found that engagement of the third sector is inconsistent across the country, despite staff from the sector feeling that they had something to contribute. Indeed, if we consider the definition of integrated working, it is clear that full and effective integration could not be achieved without the involvement of the third sector. Voluntary and community organisations are often the first point of contact for children and families who are disengaged from, or distrustful of, government agencies; the sector can therefore reach out to children who might otherwise fall off the radar. The sector is also an important provider of services to children – from playgroups to sports clubs and Scouts – and so part of the holistic picture of children’s lives. Do your statutory colleagues know about the contact your organisation has with children and have you been invited to take part in integrated working initiatives? If not, why not?


CWDC recognises the importance of the third sector contribution and so is funding work in each local authority area to strengthen the engagement of the sector in the various initiatives under the Every Child Matters banner. If your organisation is leading in your area, NAVCA would like to hear from you about your involvement with integrated working. 

NAVCA is funded by CWDC to raise awareness of children’s workforce development for the local third sector. For more information, to access support and resources, or to join a network of people with an interest in children’s services, visit www.navca.org.uk/stratwork/children/

cwdc
For more information about Every Child Matters (including the Common Assessment Framework, Lead Professional and information sharing), see www.everychildmatters.gov.uk.

Dianne Leyland is NAVCA’s Children’s Workforce Adviser dianne.leyland@navca.org.uk
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What exactly does it mean? Asks Dianne Leyland, NAVCA’s Children’s Workforce Adviser 
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