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Overcoming behavioural and 
cultural barriers to multi-
agency information sharing 
in children’s social care
A research brief



Secure information sharing is a core component of 
child safeguarding. To make an informed decision 
about a child or young person, a social worker, 
health practitioner, or education, police or criminal 
justice professional must be able to readily access 
information to build a comprehensive picture of a 
child’s circumstances.   

When a child dies, or is seriously harmed, because 
of abuse or neglect, a case review is conducted to 
identify ways that local professionals and agencies 
can improve the way they work together to 
safeguard children. Incomplete, blocked or flawed 
multi-agency sharing is often cited as a 
compounding factor in the investigations into child 
deaths in England.1 In light of these serious cases, 
there is an urgent need to identify the barriers to 
optimal information sharing and address these 
challenges with practical solutions.  

The Department for Education commissioned the 
London Borough of Newham, in partnership with 
Social Finance and the Rees Centre at the 
University of Oxford, to conduct independent 
primary and secondary research to identify the 
behavioural and cultural factors influencing 
information sharing in a multi-agency context. This 
research brief presents the main findings from 
research across children’s social care, health 
providers, police and education settings, and 
presents a series of human-centred solutions to 
the challenges identified. 

The full parliamentary report on multi-agency 
information sharing, delivered in July 2023, is also 
available to read online.

Research aims
Whilst sharing information between different 
agencies is heavily shaped by legal, technical, and 
organisational processes, it also hinges on the 
daily decisions of front-line social work 
practitioners and other professionals. 

The focus of this research was to better 
understand the root causes of the behaviours of 
these professionals and suggest human-centred 
solutions to the behavioural and cultural barriers to 
informational sharing that we identified. 
Specifically, the project aimed to answer two 
research questions:

• What are the behavioural and cultural barriers to 
information sharing in a multi-agency context?

• How can a behavioural and cultural lens support 
the development of adaptable and actionable 
solutions to information sharing in a multi-
agency context?
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What we did
To answer the research questions, Social Finance 
took a mixed methods approach, combining 
primary qualitative research centred on information 
sharing associated with children’s services at the 
London Borough of Newham with a review of 
secondary evidence on national practice. We 
conducted:

• Twenty-four qualitative in-depth interviews 
and two participatory workshops with 
practitioners who provide, manage or influence 
safeguarding services to children, young people, 
parents and carers. This included healthcare 
professionals, police and criminal justice 
workers, education professionals, children’s 
services managers, and frontline social workers 
across the London Borough of Newham and 
neighbouring boroughs. 

• A survey of front-line practitioners and 
children’s services managers, which aimed to 
validate and consolidate our emergent 
qualitative insights. 

• A rapid evidence review of existing literature, 
drawing upon approximately 30 resources on 
behavioural, cultural and social factors affecting 
information sharing in a multi-agency 
environment.

In addition to secondary research conducted by 
our team, we collated relevant insights from a more 
comprehensive review of evidence conducted by 
the Rees Centre at the University of Oxford. 
Secondary insights helped us understand the 
broader context of information sharing in child 
safeguarding systems and pinpoint successful 
interventions to overcome identified challenges.

To ensure our findings were supported by the 
perspectives of multiple professionals across the 
sector, we co-facilitated two multi-agency 
roundtables with the Rees Centre, bringing 
together over 43 experts from different 
professional and organisational groups across 
children’s social care. There was consensus 
amongst participants that the cultural and 
behavioural barriers identified through our 
research were not only confined to London but 
also reflected experiences across England.
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Opportunity for change 2: Build confidence in 
information sharing in non-statutory cases
In particular, our interviews identified challenges 
associated with information sharing in cases that 
do not meet statutory thresholds. These 
recommendations aim to support practitioners to 
share information, where appropriate and feasible, 
in these nuanced cases.  

Opportunity for change 3: Align diverse 
professionals around a shared responsibility 
and vision for child safeguarding
Our interviews highlighted misalignment between 
agencies underpinned by low levels of trust, lack of 
shared identity, and structural differences. We 
outline interventions to align diverse professionals 
around shared responsibilities for child 
safeguarding.

On the next page, we present a series of 
recommendations under each opportunity for 
change, outlining the behavioural and cultural 
barriers identified in our primary research and 
secondary literature. These recommendations are 
preliminary: they require further refinement and 
assessment of feasibility from professionals in the 
sector before being taken forward.

Summary of findings and 
recommendations
Child safeguarding is a complex system 
characterised by interactions between many 
stakeholders, agencies and organisations. We 
aimed to take a systemic view of information 
sharing to recognise the challenges associated 
with safeguarding in a multi-agency context. This 
approach recognises that different organisations 
bring their own processes, systems, and cultures 
to bear on safeguarding decisions, which do not 
always align neatly. 

With this perspective, we identified three 
opportunities to improve information sharing for 
child safeguarding.

Opportunity for change 1: Ensure practitioners 
feel supported and empowered to share 
information effectively
Our interviews with practitioners highlighted 
challenges with motivation, knowledge, and skills 
related to information sharing. These 
recommendations aim to build practitioner 
motivation and their confidence to share 
information effectively. 
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Findings and recommendations

Opportunity 
for change Recommendation Behavioural and cultural barriers Supporting evidence

1. Ensure 
practitioners 
feel supported 
and 
empowered 
to share 
information 
effectively

Give clearer feedback 
on the outcome of an 
information share with 
front-line practitioners, 
especially when the case 
is shared in a multi-agency 
safeguarding hub or raised 
to children’s services at the 
local authority.

Professionals who interact with children – 
such as teachers or healthcare providers - 
may not be motivated to share information 
if they do not understand the outcome of 
their actions. 

Professionals value receiving 
feedback when they make 
a formal referral or share 
information, and this can 
influence future information 
sharing decisions.2 

Expand the existing 
telephone consultation 
line to help front-line 
professionals confirm and 
validate the value of the 
information that they hold.

Even skilled and proficient professionals 
may not feel confident in their own 
assessment of safeguarding risks, 
especially in nuanced situations. 

Professionals feel more confident 
when sharing information if 
they can discuss the case in 
confidence with a trusted, skilled 
and reassuring professional 
beforehand.3 

2. Build 
confidence in 
information 
sharing in 
non-statutory 
cases

Provide step-by-step 
guidance for front-line 
professionals, who have 
contact with children, to 
enable them to respond 
appropriately to non-
statutory cases.

Some social workers expressed concerns 
that they will be perceived negatively by 
families for sharing information about a 
child, especially when their concerns are 
mild, and they raise a claim without the 
consent of a child’s family.    

Social workers, health, police and 
education professionals can be risk 
averse: they may not share information if 
they perceive the risks to outweigh the 
benefits.

Professionals in children’s services, police, 
health and education can experience high 
information load: it is difficult to decide 
whether to share concerns when evidence 
is complex, nuanced or disparate.

Front-line practitioners can 
be more reticent to share 
information when they assume 
that the case does not meet the 
statutory threshold.
 
Professionals value step-by-step 
guidance helping them respond 
appropriately to concerns that 
may not reach the threshold 
for children’s social care 
involvement.4

3. Align diverse 
professionals 
around 
a shared 
responsibility 
and vision 
for child 
safeguarding

Generate a simple tool to aid 
interpretation of frequently 
used safeguarding and 
information terms.

There is a lack of shared understanding 
by professionals who use different case 
management systems, which leads to 
divergent risk categorisations.

Different organisations (e.g. 
health providers, schools, 
children’s services) across the 
system use different terms and 
protocols, which can cause 
miscommunication between 
agencies.

Information is interpreted 
differently depending on the 
role of the person assessing it, 
the context of the case and its 
relevance to their agency.5

Implement co-located cross-
organisational training in the 
multi-agency safeguarding 
hub model, particularly at 
induction.

A lack of trust can prevent collaboration 
between agencies, especially when 
interactions are influenced by an us versus 
them mentality.

Joint training can encourage 
interprofessional practice and 
critical reflection on how cases 
are seen from the perspective of 
other agencies.6

Share real stories that 
highlight information 
sharing experiences that 
have resulted in positive 
outcomes for children and 
families.

Multi-agency information sharing practice 
is often shaped by a fear of wrongdoing 
and blame.

Professionals in a multi-
agency context may face 
negative messaging, which 
makes it challenging to build 
a collaborative culture where 
individuals are motivated by 
positive outcomes.7



Root causes of behaviours
The behavioural barriers identified in our research 
are underpinned by three root causes: 

1. Constraints of the existing technical system, 
information governance and infrastructure. For 
instance, different agencies take divergent 
approaches to information sharing. When systems 
do not align neatly, information sharing becomes 
increasingly burdensome.

2. Biases in human decision-making. These 
barriers are enhanced by a system that is not 
designed around lived experience or real human 
behaviour. For instance, while GDPR was never 
designed to be an obstacle to sharing necessary 
information between safeguarding professionals, 
our research has identified the legislation as a 
source of uncertainty and anxiety. Practitioners 
note that the complexity involved in translating its 
basic principles into practice can discourage them 
from sharing information. 

3. Cultures and identities that have formed 
around specific agencies and their ways of 
working. Mistrust between agencies is a barrier to 
collaboration, and this sentiment can be felt 
strongly when dealing with sensitive personal 
information about a vulnerable child. There is a 
need for a shared vision for child safeguarding.

Towards impact at scale
Addressing challenges to information sharing will 
require new tools, service changes, 
communications, and approaches to change the 
behaviour of actors involved in the system. 
Deploying any one intervention in isolation may not 
lead to positive outcomes without considering its 
impact on the broader information sharing 
ecosystem. Fundamentally, these changes need to 
work together in a systemic or policy environment 
that works with, rather than against, cognitive and 
cultural processes. 

Our recommendations focus on discrete 
interventions, tools or communication strategies 
that could be deployed within the current multi-
agency system, as opposed to suggestions for the 

complete redesign of the information sharing 
infrastructure. Despite this, we recognise the need 
for infrastructural, technical and structural change: 
participants in our research emphasised the role of 
system redesign in overcoming behavioural and 
cultural barriers to information sharing.  

To work towards impact at scale, we recommend 
taking a systemic view of information sharing and 
deriving solutions that work – as far as possible – 
for all agencies involved. We suggest three steps 
towards achieving that vision:   

Identify the relevant building blocks and 
strategic levers needed to bring about change in 
behaviour. The cultural and behavioural barriers to 
information sharing should be considered 
alongside the existing enablers. This report 
describes some of the challenges faced by 
professionals – from navigating distrustful 
relationships to understanding unfamiliar 
terminology used by other agencies. There are 
potential enablers in the existing system that 
facilitate information sharing too, such as co-
location, multidisciplinary working, and trust 
between agencies. We believe these should be 
considered together to identify successful 
mechanisms for behaviour change. 

Assess how the outcomes of the intervention will 
interplay with other changes in the system. There 
is no ‘one size fits all’ solution to information 
sharing. A pilot may offer suggestive evidence of 
effectiveness, but it cannot indicate whether the 
intervention will be as effective if implemented 
somewhere new. We suggest assessing carefully 
how the intervention will interplay with other 
changes in the system before delivering at scale.  

Pilot and refine interventions in a multi-agency 
context. Where possible, recommendations should 
be refined and piloted in a multi-agency context. A 
co-design approach to service change would 
enable professionals from different organisations 
to inform the structure of an intervention in a way 
that would benefit all those involved. We 
recommend piloting the intervention at a small 
scale, with measurable outcomes, to understand 
its effectiveness. 

If you have any questions about the 
recommendations and findings outlined in the 
report, contact the Social Finance team. 
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