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[bookmark: _Toc216295129]Introduction
The concept of “Early Help” in the UK relates to the provision of support to children, young people and their families at the earliest opportunity — before issues escalate into statutory interventions. It is embedded in national policy such as Children Act 2004 and the statutory guidance Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (which emphasises timely support to reduce need for more intensive intervention). Each local authority is required to have an accessible offer of Early Help, signposted clearly to families, and to partner with other agencies via their Local Safeguarding Children Partnerships.
This portfolio reviews how three local authorities communicate their Early Help offers via their websites, with a focus on how accessible, clear, family-facing, and comprehensive the information is.
[bookmark: _Toc216295130]Early Help System
According to the UK Government (2022), the Early Help System is “a network of services, processes and interactions that aim to help children, young people and families at the earliest opportunity”. The Government’s vision is that the Early Help System can provide a holistic support service that can strengthen a family and improve their outcomes or at the very least reduce the possibility that issues will get worse. This includes goals for the 5 key areas of family voice and experience, workforce, communities, leaders and data. In summary the Early Help System is supposed to provide an all inclusive support system with everyone working together, with known responsibilities and communication routes to provide early support before statutory intervention is required. 
[bookmark: _Toc216295131]Multi-agency working
As briefly mentioned above the Early Help System is supposed to provide a one-stop portal to help families with all their needs. This automatically means that multiple agencies are likely to be involved in providing support. In order to provide this support effectively the agencies must communicate between themselves in an efficient manner and work together to provide the required care. The UK Government (2023) has produced statutory guidance about working together to safeguard children. This guidance covers the need for and expands on the expectations of what is required for successful multi-agency working such as: collaboration, joint learning, building cross-functional relationships and even challenging views and assumptions of other agencies. 
[bookmark: _Toc216295132]Evaluation of 3 Local Authority Websites
For this report 3 local Authorities were selected: Nottingham County Council, Leeds County Council and Norfolk County Council. Each site was visited and explored to discover what services each council provides and how easy it was to find those services. Following this a comparison was done and then compare the 3 sites to determine which has the most effective and accessible information. A separate search for the individual councils and “early” help was also done as some people seeking information may start off with a direct search rather than the council home page.

[bookmark: _Toc216295133]Authority 1: Nottingham County Council (NCC)
Nottingham County Council (NCC) provides most of its early help through a dedicated family hubs network page that provides links to the services it can provide. It also provides a short video outlining the services it provides. An additional positive to the video is that beyond outlining what they do they also state that they can help connect families to the services that they don’t provide directly.
The site provides clear links to important services such as financial, physical and mental health, education which then have more detailed information for each area within them. By separating areas clearly, it makes it easier to navigate to what someone wants to find without needing to search through every possible service in all areas. The emotional health area is particularly interesting as the site provides information for those seeking help for themselves as well as for others.
The site also provides clear and easy contact information (telephone numbers, working hours, email address and address with google maps pins) for all of its locations.
However, some the links on the site to information do not work. This mostly seems to be related to the Notts Help Yourself resources, for example, tips on reducing conflict on the help yourself site (https://www.nottshelpyourself.org.uk/kb5/nottinghamshire/directory/site.page?id=xHode1_EFJ4) gives an error. This will be off putting for families trying to access assistance.

Figure 1 – Error code while trying to access Nottshelpyourself pages.
Another negative is that the family hub site has to be found by searching on the site for the term and this may not be known by those seeking assistance or by clicking through several links.
A search for “Nottinghamshire County Council Early Help” brings up a link to the Nottingham Council Site resources and it also brings up a direct link to the Nottshelpyourself pages which works, unlike the links on the Council site. The direct link does not initially appear promising but clicking on the homepage for the organization provides a page with easy to navigate options for areas for help. These then breakdown into more specific help areas. However when entering several of them they appear to provide lists of organizations which could help leaving the searcher to find which one could help them rather than directing their help
[bookmark: _Toc216295134]Authority 2: Leeds City Council (LCC)
The Leeds County Council (LCC) website provides information for help in areas such as finance, health (split by age groups) under the umbrella of services for families. However the link for children and families when mouse goes above it provides some additional shortcut links that may mislead people into thinking that only these areas are covered in the link whereas in reality a great deal more information is available.

Figure 2 – screenshot of links about children and families (https://www.leeds.gov.uk/)
The help for children and families references cluster groups which appear to be good examples of multi-functional tams working together as well as sharing resources to reduce costs allowing more help to be provided to more families. This indicates that the LCC is committed to providing as good a service as possible. 
There is a mix of information and links available for parents, carers and professionals, often on the same page meaning that parents and carers may find it hard to discover the information they need and become discouraged from using the site. 
The site also has links about translation services (site, documents and for appointments/access to services), which recognises that some of those who require access to this information may not have good English skills. 
The contact information for family hubs is poor when compared to that of NCC. On LCC site it only provides the physical address of the hubs and a generic telephone number and email. 
A separate search for “Leeds council early help” provides a link to a Leeds City Council (2023) one-minute guide. This provides information about what early help is and where it can be sought and links to the pages found on the council page. However, it is quite lengthy (does not easily read in one minute) and sometimes appears to be more directed at practitioners rather than those seeking help.
[bookmark: _Toc216295135]Authority 3: Norfolk County Council (NCCo)
The Norfolk County Council (NCCo) site offers a easily accessible link to children and family services. At the top of the children and family page is a large and well segregated link to the family hub provision. This provides an immediate and easy access for those looking for support. The initial page is well broken down into different areas that families may require help in. 

Figure 3 – support offered by NCCo family hubs (https://www.norfolk.gov.uk/familyhubs)
Each link then provides further options to get the person to the support they require. By breaking it down like this it helps people see what support is available (including support they were unaware of and therefore not looking for) and select the right type without missing things because it is cluttered by unrelated information. 
Information for professionals is clearly signposted and separated from the information for families. This is important as the information for professionals will tend to be more in depth and use more technical language that will be off-putting for families looking for simple and easy to understand advice.
The NCCo provides strong contact information for its hubs including telephone numbers, addresses and map location as well as the facebook page for each location. It also has a link to request support online. This provides additional assistance as someone can put their request for support in and the family hub can signpost them to the right service. This is especially important for people whose access to the hubs may be restricted by working hours or childcare or is even unsure what support they need.
A search for “Norfolk Council Early Help” provides a link to county council site and early help with Iinks to learn about family hubs and a direct link to request support. It also has a very encouraging and inclusive statement “We can help any family with a child or young person up to 18-years-old (25 for young people with special educational needs and/or disabilities). We also can help with the worries adults may have, such as finances or mental health, which may impact on the children.”. This provides a broad and inclusive statement about the help they can offer for children and their carers. 
[bookmark: _Toc216295136]Comparative Analysis
The 3 councils were evaluated comparatively on several measures and scored 1-3 (1 best and 3 worst). The council with the lowest number of points was evaluated as the best overall
	Feature
	Nottinghamshire
	Leeds
	Norfolk

	Ease of finding Information
	2 – need to understand where to look on council site or search
	3 – council page not easy to navigate
	1 – easy to find on council site and internet

	Clear Summary of service available
	1 – short video of the types of help available means information can be conveyed. Includes fact that if they can’t help they can put you in contact with someone that can
	3 – brief summary 
	2 – summary of family hubs strong and inclusive.

	Navigation / layout
	2 – well broken down into areas. However, some links from council page do not work and Nottshelpyourself provides mostly links to other services
	3 – No clear structure means difficult to navigate
	1 – broken out into individual sections well. Leads people through assistance areas in a structured way to help they need

	Contact Information
	2 – addresses, emails, telephone numbers and working hours
	3 – Limited information available
	1 – contains telephone numbers, addresses with map links and online requests for help

	Total
	7
	12
	5



[bookmark: _Toc216295137]Conclusions
Each council has provided information about early help services in their own way. While all of them have information, the way it is presented and the ease of finding it varies greatly.
Based on the scoring in the previous section Norfolk Council had the best access to information and support. However, they could learn from the other sites and improve in the following ways:
(i) A short introduction video like the Nottingham site. This provides a short but excellent overview of the help and the assurance that if they can’t help they will help you find someone who can
(ii) Translations. While it is not feasible to translate all pages, some of the most important one could be made available in the most common languages for the area. Adding information about translation services to the site like the Leeds one would also be useful
Nottingham as the second placed site could improve by:
(i) Make area easier to find
(ii) Confirm all links are working as these may be off putting to families and may have the effect of causing them to give up seeking early help
Leeds has plenty of information on the site, however it was difficult to navigate. They could improve by:
(i) Improving contact information
(ii) Making links clearer and simpler with a more organised structure to find information
All the councils could also look at other council sites for ideas on what works well and best practices to avoid trying to reinvent the wheel. Local feedback on their site and services should also be used to ensure it is relevant.
[bookmark: _Toc216295138]
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