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Key Changes Introduced in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026

Statutory guidance on multi-agency working to help, support and protect children (March 2026)

This Department for Education (DfE) statutory guidance sets out what organisations and agencies who have functions relating to children must and should do to help, protect and promote the welfare of all children and young people under the age of 18, including unborn children, in England. The 2026 edition replaces Working together to safeguard children 2023.

Alongside the Working Together statutory guidance, the Government updated: 

· the Working Together Statutory Framework, which sets out the legislation relevant to safeguarding 
· the Children’s Social Care National Framework, which sets out the statutory guidance for those who work in local authority children’s social care
· guidance on Improving Practice with children, young people and families, which provides advice for local areas on embedding the Working together guidance and the Children’s social Care National Framework in practice.

Our briefing highlights the key updates introduced by Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026: A guide to Multi-Agency Working to Help, Protect and Promote the Welfare of Children, including: 

· identifying, understanding and challenging racism and discrimination 
· recognising the specific needs and experiences of babies 
· understanding the impact of domestic abuse on children and families 
· consideration of children experiencing simultaneous harms or multiple harms 
· strengthened inclusion of children in care 
· the link between online harm and harm experienced in person

Key changes/additions to Working Together Guidance

Chapter 1: A Shared Responsibility

This chapter highlights how positive outcomes for children depend on strong multi-agency working and good relationships between professionals and families.

It adds information on the importance of agencies actively seeking to address discrimination and inequality experienced by families, as well as the need for leaders to create inclusive and anti-discriminatory cultures.

Information Sharing
This section references the non-statutory information sharing guidance, which provides advice on the legal framework around sharing personal information and how the framework supports information sharing to safeguard children.

It also includes information around when a person can ask for their personal data to be deleted under Article 17 of the UK General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR).

Chapter 2: Multi-Agency Safeguarding Arrangements (MASA)

The chapter clarifies that collaborative leadership and timely decision-making are needed for effective multi-agency working and addressing system issues.

Accountability and inspections
This section highlights that agency accountability is addressed through a number of mechanisms, including regulatory inspections, independent scrutiny and safeguarding partner reporting.

It also outlines how safeguarding partners are inspected at a single agency level by their relevant inspectorates. These inspectorates, along with His Majesty’s Inspectorate (HMI) of Probation, also jointly inspect and report on the impact of local multi-agency safeguarding arrangements through the joint targeted area inspection (JTAI) programme.

Chapter 3: Providing Help, Support and Protection

This chapter is split into four sections:

· universal services and community-based early help
· a new section on Family help
· safeguarding and promoting the welfare of children
· multi-agency child protection

Family help is the system of non-statutory and statutory multi-agency help, support and protection that should respond flexibly and wrap support around families at the point of need. It aims to improve outcomes for children by understanding and responding to their needs and to the circumstances of their family as early as possible.

Section 1: Universal Services and Community-Based Early Help

Early help is distinct from Family help, which involves more formal arrangements coordinated by local authorities, where a plan is in place and a lead practitioner appointed. Universal and community-based early help services can include support delivered through:

· Best Start Family Hubs
· youth services
· youth offending teams
· after school clubs
· housing provision

The guidance adds new information on Best Start Family Hubs. These hubs bring together practitioners from multi-agency partners to support children and families from pregnancy through to the age of 19 (or 25 for young people with SEND). For families who no longer require the support of targeted and specialist services, Hubs offer an ongoing, local support network.

Section 2: Family Help – Targeted Early Help, Safeguarding and Promoting the Welfare of Children

This new section provides information on Family Help, which involves targeted early help services coordinated by local authorities to address specific concerns within a family. Family help is a voluntary approach, requiring the family’s consent to receive support and services. The section covers information on:

· identifying children and families who would benefit from help
· effective assessment of the need for Family Help
· provision of effective services to help families

The Families First Partnership programme guide provides a toolkit to assist safeguarding partners to set up effective Family help services.

Section 3: Safeguarding and Promoting the Welfare of Children

This section includes several new additions, as set out below. 

Provision of support and services for a child in need: 
During child protection enquiries, a social work qualified practice supervisor or team manager can lead the section 47 investigation in the place of a social worker. For a child on a child protection plan, the lead practitioner should always be a social worker. 

Focusing on the needs of the child and their family:
For suspected child sexual abuse, assessment should include a health representative with experience of working with children who have been sexually abused. Practitioners should feel confident and supported to talk to children and parents about concerns about child sexual abuse. 

Focusing on outcomes: 
Local partnerships should consider the strong evidence for the family group conference model. 

Supporting babies (including unborn children):

· Practitioners should recognise the specific vulnerabilities of babies and make sure that assessment, support and services recognise their age, stage of development and communication needs. 
· It is important to identify pre-birth risk factors early and be proactive in assessment and planning.

Supporting children suffering or likely to suffer harm outside the home:

· While any child can experience harm outside the home, children with special educational needs or disabilities, those missing from home, care or education, looked after children, and those with previous experience of abuse or neglect, may be at greater risk of harms such as sexual or criminal exploitation. 
· All children, including those who may be causing harm to others, should receive a safeguarding response. Practitioners should work with them to understand their experiences and what will reduce the likelihood of harm to themselves and others. Practitioners should seek to understand the context in which harm is happening to children. 
· Where children may be experiencing extra-familial harm, assessments should determine whether a child is in need or whether to make enquires following concerns that the child is suffering or likely to suffer significant harm. Where the child is looked after, section 47 enquiries should be carried out alongside a review of the care, and any action required should be included and monitored through the care planning process. 
· The Child Exploitation Disruption Toolkit provides information on how practitioners from different agencies can work together to safeguard children from sexual and criminal exploitation. 
· Specified public authorities (including the police and local authorities) must notify the Home Office about all potential victims of modern slavery in England and Wales. A child’s consent is not needed to make a referral to the National Referral Mechanism (NRM).

Supporting Looked after Children:

· Responding to the help, support and protection needs of looked after children may be different to those living with their birth families. 
· Every looked after child must have a care plan that sets out how the child will be cared for and how their welfare will be safeguarded and promoted. 
· Where a decision is taken that a placement out of area is in the best interests of a child, the placing local authority has a statutory responsibility to notify the receiving local authority.

Assessment, Supporting and Planning for Children under Children Act 1989:
Where the child is already known to services, assessments should build on existing information, activity, assessments and plans.

Section 4: Multi-Agency Child Protection

This section sets out how an effective and strong multi-agency child protection system is one where the right decisions are made at the right time for children to keep them safe. It includes several changes, as set out below.

The section provides updated information on lead practitioners, including: 

· Where the child is known and receiving services and child protection concerns are raised, the lead practitioner in Family help should continue to work with the child and their family. 
· Where the decision is taken not to proceed with a section 47 enquiry or child protection plan, the lead practitioner should consider the ongoing support that the child requires. Where it is decided that no further action is necessary, the reasons for this should be recorded and shared with the child, family and practitioners involved with the family.

National Multi-Agency Practice Standards for Child Protection

· Recognising actual or likely significant harm: practitioners should take seriously concerns reported by family members and should not consider referrals as malicious without undertaking a full and thorough multi-agency assessment. 
· Section 47 enquiries, child protection conferences and child protection plans: where significant harm is outside the home, practitioners should work collaboratively with children, parents and carers and community partners, to understand the context in which harm is occurring and to determine the actions that each agency can take to reduce harm; interventions should be prompt, evidence-based and address the child’s needs, proactively tackling and reducing harm.

Strategy Discussion

· Where a criminal investigation is deemed unnecessary or discontinued, the police should share any ongoing police involvement in child protection activity.
· The police should share information about decisions not to continue a criminal investigation and the reasons for this to support decision making on what other support or interventions a child may need.

Outcome of Section 47 Enquiries
Where a criminal investigation has been undertaken as part of the section 47 enquiry and the threshold for criminal proceedings is not met, the reasons should be recorded and shared with all agencies.

Chapter 4: Organisational Responsibilities

This chapter sets out the statutory duties for organisations and agencies that work with children and their families. 

People in positions of trust: 
If an individual working in regulated activity with children has harmed or poses a risk of harm to children, regulated activity providers and personnel suppliers have a legal duty to make a referral to the Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) where conditions are met. In some circumstances, organisations and agencies should consider making a referral where conditions are not met, in the interests of safeguarding children. 

Police: 
If the police believe a child may be a victim of domestic abuse they have a statutory duty to notify the child’s educational setting and local authorities where relevant. The information sharing scheme is known as ‘Operation Encompass.’ An Operation Encompass notification does not replace a safeguarding referral.

Housing Services

· Housing authorities should be aware of situations where a person exercises control over another's dwelling without their consent for the purpose of using it in connection with specific criminal offences, also known as ‘cuckooing’. A child cannot give consent for their dwelling to be used in this way. 
· Housing and homelessness services should make sure children and their families are connected to the appropriate wider local authority children’s social care and Family help services.

Children’s Homes

· Children’s homes are required to be registered with Ofsted. Each home should agree with their local safeguarding partners on how they will work together to make sure that the needs of children are met. 
· Professionals working with looked after children should be aware of their increased risk of exposure to certain forms of harm, including child sexual exploitation. 
· Local authorities should consider how they help, support and protect children placed out of area, such as through joint working. 
· Safeguarding partners and practitioners should understand the risks from children’s homes with ‘closed cultures,’ which can arise from factors such as weak leadership, poor quality of care, lack of staff training and experience, and a lack of external oversight. Homes with ‘closed cultures’ can lead to harm, including human rights breaches such as abuse.

Children and Family Court Advisory and Support Service (CAFCASS): 
Cafcass should be invited to contribute to rapid reviews where a child is known to Cafcass. 

Sports Clubs and Organisations: 
All National Governing Bodies of Sport that receive funding from either Sport England or UK Sport should aim to meet the Standards for Safeguarding and Protecting Children in Sport.


Chapter 5: Learning from Serious Child Safeguarding Incidents

This chapter sets out the statutory learning process that must take place when a child dies or is seriously harmed. 

Information added around notifications: 

· Local authorities should include all children involved in an incident in the notification. The wider context, such as involvement of services and their impact, should also be considered. This helps to identify if alternative decisions might have led to a better outcome. 
· Notifications should still be made even if the identities of the children are not yet known. Professionals should use any information known at the time. 
· Safeguarding partners may identify young adults over the age of 18 who have experienced serious harm in childhood that was not known or reported at the time but meets the criteria for notification. Partners should consult with the Child Safeguarding Practice Review Panel (the Panel) for advice before submitting a notification. 

Information added about the review process: 

· Safeguarding partners can choose to undertake their own local learning reviews outside of the formal review process if there is an opportunity for learning and the criteria for a serious incident notification has not been met. 
· The Panel can share rapid reviews with the government where necessary for the safeguarding of children. 
· The final decision on whether to conduct a national review is made by the Panel. The Panel only considers national reviews of notified serious incidents.
· Rapid reviews should be submitted to the Panel within 15 working days of the serious incident notification.

Chapter 6: Child Death Reviews

There are no changes to this chapter.
Personal information given to us is subject to the Data Protection Act 1998 and will be used to assess your needs and provide services if you are eligible. Cumberland Council reserves the right to share this information with external agencies who assist in the provision of services and any government departments who have a statutory right to such disclosure.
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