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Introduction
Early help in the United Kingdom forms the central element of supporting children, young people and their families. Early help and early intervention can be provided at any stage in a baby, child’s or young person's life (NSPCC,2023). The aim of early help intervention is to address growing concerns and needs before they escalate into a crisis. Early help is the total support that improves a family's resilience and outcomes or reduces the chance of a problem getting worse (Department for Education, 2022).
Early help is delivered through collaboration of multiple organisations who are involved with a family. This can include Social Services, Education establishments, Healthcare services and voluntary organisations who offer family support (GOV.UK, 2022).
Despite its importance the effectiveness of early help depends on how well it is signposted to families in need and how well it is understood by them. The practitioner making the initial referral needs to ensure that early help and the importance of it is explained in a clear and understandable way so that families understand how to access the support available to them.
This essay will examine the early help system with attention on multi agency working meeting the needs of children and their families. In addition to this there will be examples of how different local authorities implement early help in practice, highlighting effective practice and ongoing challenges with the early help system.

Explanation of the Early Help System
The Early Help system refers to a framework of support (GOV.UK,2022) that is designed to support children, young people and families at the earliest possible stage with the aim of preventing the problems escalating into a situation that would require child protection. Providing timely support is vital. Identifying and addressing a child or family’s needs early on can increase protective factors that positively influence a child's wellbeing and decrease risk factors that may be impacting a child's life negatively (NSPCC, 2023). The principle of Early help is to offer timely and coordinated support that can improve outcomes and reduce the long-term risks to a child’s wellbeing.
Early help is below the threshold for social care intervention and is based on the family entering voluntarily to receive support. The level of support provided is then coordinated through an early help assessment which will identify the needs of the children and the areas that are a concern. Evidence shows that investing in early help services leads to fewer young people going into care or needing intensive social work (Action for Children, 2026). Early help is delivered to a family through a multi-agency approach with would include intervention and support from Education, Health and Social care practitioners.

Explanation of Multi Agency Working
Multi agency working refers to the collaboration of professionals from different sectors such as health, education or social care working together to provide tailored support for a family. In isolation one agency would not be able to meet the needs of the family as the needs are too complex. No single practitioner can have a full picture of a child’s needs and circumstances so effective sharing of information between practitioners, local organisations and agencies is essential for early identification of need, assessment and service provision to keep children safe (HM Government, 2023).  Multi agency working requires effective communication and the sharing of information and expertise. This helps to ensure that concerns are identified early and interventions plans of support can be developed. The success of Multi Agency working (NSPCC,2024) depends on the quality of professional communication and shared accountability. When Multi Agency working is well coordinated it can provide a secure understanding of the needs and improve outcomes for children and their family.

Evaluation of Three Local Authority Websites.
I have chosen the following three local authorities to focus on in this report, Leicestershire County Council, Staffordshire County Council and Nottinghamshire County Council. 
Leicestershire County Council has a generally well organise home page with clear links to different areas. However key services such as Children and Adult support services are not prioritised at the top of the page meaning the user would need to scroll to find the area they were looking for. This could reduce accessibility for those not familiar with using a web page or users in distress and needing urgent support. Prioritising essential services at the top of the page would ensure that resources for support were easier to locate.
The Staffordshire County Council home page has a particularly clear design with a large search bar for easy access across the top. The home page is a landscaped layout with high priority services such as Adult Social Care, Children Young People and Families and Schools and Education clearly laid out below the search bar. By prioritising these areas users would be able to easily access core support areas without any confusion if they were stressed and trying to locate support. Its large print and easily accessible functions will assist users in accessing critical information.
Nottinghamshire County Council’s webpage presents usability challenges due to its large busy information box which contains a high volume of content. There are also no clearly visible links to either adult or children's support services in the main area of the webpage. This design could be improved by decluttering the top section of the page to ensure support services are accessible.
When comparing the websites of Leicestershire, Staffordshire and Nottinghamshire County Councils, Staffordshire demonstrates the strongest design and usability, as it prioritises essential services such as Adult Social Care, Children Young People and Families and Schools and Education across the top of the landscape page. The inclusion of large print and accessible functions further supports users with visual impairments or additional needs, making the site highly user friendly and inclusive (Nielsen, 2012).
Leicestershire also has a clear well laid out homepage, but accessibility can be more difficult as the user is required to scroll to find core support services.
Nottinghamshire presents a busy information box with no clear links to Children’s or adults support services making navigation difficult.
Overall Staffordshire provides the most effective balance of accessibility and the prioritisation of support services, while Nottinghamshire requires significant improvement to ensure essential information can be located easily.



A Comparative Analysis of the main Strengths and Weaknesses of how the Local Authority Websites communicate the Early Help and other Support Services available to Families.
Leicestershire calls its Early Help service Family Help, and it covers a variety of areas such as parenting, SEND, Mental Health and Wellbeing, Domestic Abuse and Targeted Young people. This service is available to users who have needs that cannot be supported by universal services such as schools and GPs alone and is targeted as early intervention (Leicestershire.gov.uk, 2024).
Early Help in Staffordshire is delivered via the Early Help teams which are embedded into the family first model (Staffordshire County Council, 2019). They have a dedicated early help team who work with the families to address the problems before they escalate. This service is available in group settings or as a one-to-one service with the main aim of being able to spot the signs early and give the right support at the right time. The early help team will work in collaboration with the children, families and the education providers (Staffordshire County Council, 2019)
Nottinghamshire's Early Help is provided through the Early Help Unit. The unit offers support to professionals and families with advice, guidance and referrals to other relevant agencies or services (Council,N.D.).
The working together to safeguard children guidance applies to all local authorities. It states that a child centred approach is fundamental to safeguarding and promoting the welfare of every child (HM Government, 2023).
Targeted support for early help in Leicestershire includes enhanced family support which is delivered in a variety of ways with referrals to support teams for the area of difficulty the family is facing.
Staffordshire provides information on getting access to support, early interventions and provides information about what do if you are concerned for a child’s safety.
Nottinghamshire’s targeted support Early Help team ensure that all referrals are passed onto the correct services, and their family hubs offer support from early years up to the age of 19.
The access to referral process for each county is to achieve the same outcome which is the safety of all children.
The early help system guide (GOV.UK,2022) outlines the processes required for families in need to receive help from acute services when universal services alone con not provide the level of support currently needed. A strong early help team is made up of many different practitioners who operate as one. In some circumstances specific professional groups may have a greater involvement as the lead practitioner (Department for Education, 2022).
When comparing the strengths and weaknesses of the local authority websites, Leicestershire’s strength is their help for children and families page which clearly explains the family help service but a weakness to this is that the information is split over multiple pages.
Staffordshire have a strength in the fact that their early help page gives simple steps to requesting the support required by clicking the getting access to support tab, users can choose from specific contact options. A weakness for Staffordshire however is that the early help is within the wider families first rather than a dedicated page to early help which would help to make is easy to locate quickly.
Nottinghamshire however have no clear links to the early help pages or online forms for referrals. This would add a barrier to access for a user in need of guidance or support.
Leicestershire and Staffordshire have clear guidance for accessing support services where Nottinghamshire you need to navigate through multiple pages to gain access to the early help support that you require.

Conclusion
The comparative analysis in this report has examined how the local authorities in Leicestershire, Staffordshire and Nottinghamshire communicate their early help services to families in need. While all three local authorities demonstrate their commitment to early help support services there are differences in the way these services are accessed online.
Across all three authorities some of the professional terminology used may be confusing for the user and may affect families with low literacy skills.
A recommendation for improvement is to have a dedicated early help tab on the webpages which then explains what early help is in plain simple language, outlining the types of support available. This will then avoid users needing to navigate through multiple pages to find the support they require.
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