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Introduction

Early Help is central to contemporary safeguarding policy and practice in England. Rooted in a shift towards prevention and family-centred practice, Early Help encourages professionals to intervene as soon as problems are identified. Under legislation, local authorities must not only provide Early Help services but also signpost them to families. In practice, websites are increasingly becoming the first point of contact between families and services. As such, local authorities need to ensure that key information about Early Help is communicated clearly and effectively on their websites.

The purpose of this essay is to critically evaluate how Early Help services are signposted and communicated by Leicestershire County Council, Norfolk County Council, and Staffordshire County Council. Focus will be given to how clearly information is presented on the website, whether it is easy to access and locate and how clearly it aligns to national guidance. Assessment will be made against key principles outlined in Early Help System Guide and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023.

The essay will analyse each website in turn before moving onto a comparative discussion. From this, recommendations will be made about how practice could be improved going forward.

The Early Help System

Early Help approaches are based around identifying and helping families as soon as issues are recognised. The intention is to minimise difficulties and prevent situations escalating to the point where statutory child protection involvement is needed. According to Early Help System Guide, Early Help is defined as: “Help with problems at any age. As soon as you become aware of a problem or issue, we encourage you to seek help” (Local Government Association [LGA], 2023, p. 1). This prevention focus is integral to Early Help and points towards a holistic approach to working with families.

Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 statutory guidance also emphasises the importance of Early Help. Guidance makes clear that Early Help sits within everyone’s responsibilities for safeguarding children. In theory, all agencies should identify developing needs and refer families for Early Help as necessary. Early Help is described as ‘intervention which falls between universal services and statutory social care’

Central to Early Help is that it is voluntary and families do not have to accept support. Instead, practitioners must work with families in partnership to identify needs. There is a focus on relationship building and working in a strengths-based way with families.

Signposting interventions can include a wide range of services including parenting programmes, mental health support or help at school. It can also involve practical support with problems such as housing or finances. Typically, several agencies work together to provide Early Help, based around an Early Help assessment and plan. This means interventions are coordinated around clearly defined outcomes.


Perspective

It can be argued that the Early Help system is inherently difficult to communicate to families. While the premise of Early Help is straightforward, the system itself is complicated. It is not a ‘service’ that families will recognise easily. Instead, Early Help represents a range of different interventions and agencies working together.

Communicating systems of support requires local authority websites to simplify and translate government policy. In the case of Early Help, this means explaining how universal services fit within prevention-based approaches to practice.

Multi-Agency Working

Multi-agency working is an essential component of the Early Help system. It involves practitioners from different professional backgrounds working together with children and families. This may include education, health, social care, housing or the voluntary sector. According to Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023, safeguarding is everybody’s responsibility and professionals must work together to achieve the best outcomes.

In practical terms, multi-agency working may be necessary where a child’s needs cut across professional boundaries. For example, if a child is struggling at school this may be linked to a parent’s mental health or poverty. Helping the child may involve input from educational support, social workers and mental health professionals.

Working together can take many forms, including sharing information, undertaking assessments or joint planning. Each of these methods aim to give professionals a clearer understanding of the family’s needs. Early Help assessments and co-ordinated plans are a means by which multi-agency working occurs.

Importantly, clear communication is required both between professionals, but also with families. Websites need to explain how different professionals and services work together to provide support to families. Failing to do so will only lead to confusion and the undermining of engagement.

Perspective

One problem with multi-agency working is the inherent difficulty in explaining it on a website. While the concept can easily be understood by professionals, this will not be the case for families. Websites need to strike a careful balance between providing enough information and over complicating services.

Websites must clearly communicate the concept of multi-agency working but in a way that is accessible. Families need to be aware that professionals work together to coordinate support.





Leicestershire County Council

The website presents Early Help as part of a series of family support services. Services are split into categories including Parenting Support, Children’s Centres and Targeted Services.

Strengths

The website gives clear information about all services available. It also provides information about how families can access support. Contact details and process information is provided.

I feel that the website closely reflects national guidance and clearly promotes early intervention and multi-agency working.

Weaknesses

The site can be difficult to navigate and one may have to visit several pages to find the relevant information. Also, some language may be difficult for parents to understand.

Information is presented in text format with limited visual engagement.

Norfolk County Council

In contrast to Leicestershire, Norfolk embeds Early Help within a broader ‘Help for families’ service. As such, the website is more distinctly focused around the user experience.

Strengths

Information is clearly laid out on the website and written in plain English. This means that anyone can understand what support is available. Norfolk also group information into themes which makes the website easier to navigate.

Weaknesses

While the website simplifies some information, Early Help is not signposted as its own service. Families will not have a good understanding of how the system works including Early Help assessments.

However, Norfolk effectively simplify their service which helps to promote accessibility.

Staffordshire County Council

Staffordshire provide comprehensive information about Early Help services on their website. Information focusses heavily on processes and multi-agency working.

Strengths

As with Norfolk, information is laid out clearly on the website. Details about thresholds, referral processes and which agencies are involved are well explained.

The website also explicitly mentions multi-agency working and provides details about how professionals work together.

Weaknesses

Language used on the website can be quite technical which may put some people off. Overall, the website is quite cluttered and difficult to navigate.

Visual presentation of information could also be improved.

Perspective

The website from Staffordshire gives plenty of detail for professionals. However, it may be inaccessible for some members of the public. As such, the website does not simplify services enough.

Comparative Analysis

All three websites take different approaches to communicating Early Help services. Norfolk appear to place the greatest emphasis on user engagement and accessibility. Staffordshire do the opposite and include lots of detail about services. Lastly, Leicestershire take a more generalized approach but do not have many defining features.

Fundamentally, there is a balance to be struck between accessibility and providing enough information. Norfolk is extremely accessible but some details are lost. However, while Staffordshire provide lots of information, the site is not very accessible.

Conclusion and Recommendations

On balance, Norfolk provided the best website due to how accessible the service was. Staffsordshire had the most information but it could do more to improve accessibility. Likewise, Leicestershire should make improvements but their site was also relatively accessible. Norfolk could improve by providing more information about Early Help including the assessment process.

Local authorities should take a more user-centred approach by focussing on making websites accessible. This can be done by using plain English, providing clear navigation and including visual information. Websites should explicitly explain multi-agency working and include step-by-step guides to receiving support.

Final Reflection

The accessibility of Early Help systems depends on how it is communicated to families. Websites are critical in ensuring families are aware of support services and know how to receive help. By aligning with national guidance and thinking from a user perspective, local authorities can improve accessibility of their websites.
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