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Introduction
Protecting children is a core part of the public services in England and organisations are required to collaborate to keep children safe from harm and promote their welfare and development.  Working Together to Safeguard Children highlights that safeguarding extends beyond child protection, to include timely help and support to prevent matters escalating (Department for Education, 2023). This approach is based on the Early Help system and requires early help to be coordinated for children and families, thereby improving outcomes and decreasing the need for statutory intervention (Munro, 2011; Tollan et al., 2023).
With more families looking to local authority websites for information, access to Early Help services, referral pathways and family support is essential. Accessibility and structure of websites allow parents to easily and confidently locate the right services. (Tutt & Williams 2023). This is a report on the communication of the services offered by Staffordshire County Council, Leeds City Council and Nottinghamshire County Council's Early Help and support service. The report outlines the Early Help system and multi-agency working, considers how well the three local authority websites are developed and compares their accessibility and effectiveness, and proposes ways to improve to enhance the support for families, using the example of a parent seeking help for a child with emotional and behavioural needs.
[bookmark: _Toc233491906]The Early Help System
What is Early Help?
Early Help is a process that identifies and responds to children, young people and family needs before they escalate or statutory child protection action is needed. Early Help aims to ensure children are assessed and supported in a timely and coordinated way which aims to improve their wellbeing, education outcomes, physical and mental health and family resilience (Department for Education, 2023; Tollan et al., 2023). Early intervention is effective for both child development and for minimizing the long-term social and economic impacts (Tollan et al., 2023).
Early Help is a legal and policy requirement in the guidance 'Working Together to Safeguard Children' (DoE, 2023) which places a requirement on the local safeguarding partners to provide early help to families. The guidance highlights the importance of agencies working together to understand issues around safeguarding and minimising the need for statutory social care. The Munro Review suggested that a more child-centred and proportionate safeguarding framework should be established which addresses children's needs on a case-by-case basis (Munro, 2011).
At the heart of Early Help is a voluntary and holistic assessment of the family's strengths, needs and support services. Pointing towards a collaboration between professionals and families to create support plans, minimising duplication (Department for Education, 2023). Early Help is a coordinated multi-agency response to needs that are more complex than can be addressed through universal services but not to the level of statutory intervention. More recently this has been bolstered by the development of Family Hubs, where education, health, social care and voluntary organisations can work together to deliver integrated support in accessible settings in the local community (Department for Education, 2023). Early Help is critical to England's safeguarding strategy and is about prevention, early intervention and improved outcomes for children and families.
[bookmark: _Toc233491907]Multi-Agency Working 
Multi-agency working is where professionals from different organisations work together to support children and families with special needs. Good collaborative working within the Early Help system enables agencies to identify issues early, to share skills and expertise, coordinate interventions and offer a whole family approach to supporting wellbeing (Atkinson et al., 2007). Schools, NHS services, GP, social workers, police, housing companies, family support workers, voluntary organisations are often involved.
Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2023) highlights the importance of multi-agency working, sharing and consistent decision making and planning. Agency support plans will be based on the needs and experiences of the child and not be independent. It is a child-centred approach that enhances service coordination, minimises duplication, and assists families to receive appropriate services (Munro, 2011).
There is no easy way to work multi-agency. Organisational culture, professional priorities, communication and information sharing procedures can impede collaboration (Sloper, 2004). Frost (2005) states that partnership working needs to have trust, shared aims and clear professional roles. Continuous and flexible inter-agency collaboration is needed to adequately address the complex needs of children and families (Stead et al., 2004). As a result, effective multi-agency working is key to the effectiveness of Early Help, ensuring children have support that is coordinated, timely and proportionate, before the issues escalate to safeguarding concerns.
[bookmark: _Toc233491908]Website Evaluation
[bookmark: _Toc233491909]Staffordshire County Council Website Evaluation 
Staffordshire County Council has an Early Help section on its children's services pages on the website. But, multiple clicks are needed from the home page to get to relevant support services. The website has a search function, but it does not have a prominent display of Early Help on the homepage which may affect the accessibility for parents who wish to seek early help (Department for Education, 2023).
There is clear accessible language used to explain Early Help, family services and referral pathways. Professional and family contact information provided, self-referral guidance could be emphasized. The website offers guidance on parenting support, SEND and mental health services and safeguarding services, to support family wellbeing (Tutt & Williams, 2023).
The website is mobile friendly and is designed to be accessible. There are links between Family Hubs and partner organisations, which could be greater for integration. Multi-agency collaboration information is based on the concept of Working Together to Safeguard Children as a coordinated response between education, health and social care services (Department for Education (2023). Staffordshire's website is comprehensive, but could be improved to make Early Help more prominent on the front page and easier for users to navigate.
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Figure 1. Staffordshire County Council Early Help webpage 
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The three early help websites are the easiest to use is Leeds City Council's Early Help website. The homepage search feature and children's services layout allows users to easily locate relevant Early Help information in a few clicks. This is good digital service design as it removes barriers for families seeking help.
The website provides in-depth information on Early Help, eligibility, referral and family support services. The information is understandable, in non-technical language, for users who are not experts in safeguarding. Professional guidance and self-referral guidance, contact details and links to online referral forms are provided.
Leeds has a strong integration of Family Hubs, parenting programmes, SEND services, emotional wellbeing, domestic abuse and financial advice. These services are linked together by internal hyperlinks, which assist families to locate related services. The website reflects the importance of multi-agency working in the spirit of Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2023) between schools, NHS services, social care, police and voluntary organisations. Usability is enhanced with responsive website design and accessibility options. Accessible, family friendly and digital platform to support early intervention in Leeds.
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Figure 2. Leeds City Council Early Help webpage
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Nottinghamshire County Council's website provides comprehensive information on Early Help and family support services, but it's harder to navigate than Leeds. The search function is effective but the website could do more to signpost Early Help for parents who may not be familiar with the terminology in safeguarding.
Typically, clear explanations are given about the Early Help assessments, safeguarding responsibilities and community services. Clear referral guidance given to professionals, but some simplification needed for parents. The website includes information about SEND, mental health, parenting support, information on domestic abuse services, financial assistance, and other information to cater to the different needs of families.
In line with national guidance (Department for Education, 2023) Nottinghamshire encourages partnership working with schools, health services, Family Hubs and voluntary sector organisations. The website is mobile-friendly and has accessibility features for special needs users. There are parts that contain a lot of text and may be unreadable for anyone who is only looking for information. Nottinghamshire has accurate and complete information; however, they could enhance the navigation and the presentation of content on their website to increase the user experience.
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Figure 3. Nottinghamshire County Council Early Help webpage 
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Table 1 compares the three local authority websites against key evaluation criteria.
	Criteria
	Staffordshire
	Leeds
	Nottinghamshire

	Ease of locating Early Help
	Good
	Excellent
	Good

	Search function
	Moderate
	Excellent
	Good

	Family Hub information
	Good
	Excellent
	Moderate

	Referral guidance
	Good
	Excellent
	Good

	Accessibility
	Good
	Excellent
	Good

	Multi-agency information
	Good
	Excellent
	Good


All three local authorities have a comprehensive Early Help and family support information but the accessibility, navigation, and user experience varies. Leeds City Council does best as has a clear structure of its website, easy navigation and links to Family Hubs, referral services and partner organisations. These features demonstrate a good level of digital accessibility in supporting families to access it rapidly (Department for Education, 2023).
Staffordshire and Nottinghamshire outline the support for parents, safeguarding, SEND, emotional wellbeing and family support. Early Help information is less obvious and accessible on their homepages, with a need to click through to other pages to find this information. Too much navigation can prevent stressed families from accessing support (Munro, 2011). Multi-agency working is encouraged on all three websites and partnership working and referral pathways are defined in Leeds.
Information and services are secure on the three websites and provided on a consistent basis. But there are significant influences on family access to Early Help: website design, accessibility and navigation. Leeds is very user-centred and offers lots of information and digital communications.
[bookmark: _Toc233491913]Conclusion 
This report focused on the following local authorities: Staffordshire County Council, Leeds City Council and Nottinghamshire County Council and looked at how they share information about Early Help on their websites. National safeguarding guidance states that all three authorities offer good information on safeguarding, EH assessments, Family Hubs, referral processes and other family support services (Department for Education, 2023). Navigation, accessibility and organization of web pages have an impact on the UX. Leeds City Council has the most effective and accessible digital platform, according to the comparison. It is easy to use, provides in-depth information, includes Family Hub information and has clear signposting and referral pathways helping families to access help more quickly, making it the best online signposting to Early Help services.
[bookmark: _Toc233491914]Recommendations
Information on Early Help is comprehensive across the three local authorities, although there are some enhancements that would further enhance the digital accessibility and involvement of families. Council homepages should put Early Help at the forefront to minimise support clicks. Second, improved internal navigation of the website between Family Hubs, safeguarding and family services, with clearer menus, could facilitate navigation of the site. Third, there is a need for more multilingual resources, translated guidance and easy-read formats in diverse communities (Tutt & Williams, 2023). To enhance user understanding, local authorities should also consider short explanatory videos, interactive guidance and simplified self-referral procedures. Lastly, local authority websites should be more consistent so that all families can access support from Early Help and multi-agencies in the same way, in line with the preventative approach of Working Together to Safeguard Children's (Department for Education, 2023).
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* telephone: 0300 500 8080
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* Visit the Family Hub contact webpage.

Professionals

Professionals can make referrals to early help services in several ways:
« Complete the online service request form for families from conception to 19

years (through the button at the end of this webpage).

« Call the Early Help Unit on 0115 804 1248 (especially f the referral is
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telephone numbers listed on this web page.
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This guidance document [PDF] details the information in the form that you will
need and provides examples of the information we will require under a
number of outcome areas.

I you need help to complete the form o want to discuss the needs of a
family, please contact the early help advisers in the Early Help Unit.

What will happen next?

Once you have submitted the form, it will be sent to the appropriate team, and you
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for the famil if needed.

Make an early help referral

Latest news Contact us

More school places due to
be rested a Beeston
Rylands Junior Sehool

Send an enquiry to our customer service team.

[ contactus e~ () SignVideo

Download our MyNotts app

Funding avalabe for
Notinghamshire

communty projects that
recce waste and promote Easy access to Council services while you'e on the move.
recyeiing

Sea sl news and mecia nformation

We use cookies on our website. By using kies on y





