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Tuesday 27 April 2010
BRIEFING: EARLY INTERVENTION – SECURING GOOD OUTCOMES FOR ALL CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE (DCSF, 2010)

For Information

Overview

Guidance on early intervention – tackling problems for children, young people and families at an early stage after they have been identified – has been published by the DCSF. It makes the case for early intervention especially on the grounds that not doing so places much greater demands on public finances and society when problems have become more acute.

It identifies key factors in successful practice and is intended to support children’s trusts fulfil new responsibilities to ensure arrangements for early intervention are set out in the children and young people’s plans for which they now have responsibility.

The guidance also looks in more detail at three stages of early intervention – identifying those who would benefit, assessing their needs, and providing specific help. It does so in the context of difficult financial circumstances and argues that much can be done without a significant expansion of resources.

Briefing 

The first three chapters of the paper make the general case for early intervention. A further three focus on realising the potential of early intervention through identifying those who would benefit, assessing need and delivering help; and there is also an examination of the place of early intervention within a continuum of services.

The guidance is designed to help children’s trusts fulfil new responsibilities to ensure arrangements for early intervention are set out in the children and young people’s plans for which they now have responsibility (see ‘related briefings’ on the consultation on statutory guidance for children’s trusts and children and young people’s plans). Regulations on this will be in place for 2010-11.

The guidance acknowledges that orientating services towards early intervention is not easy, especially in difficult financial circumstances, but that the implementation of the Every Child Matters agenda is providing a stronger basis for moves in this direction.

Early intervention – what is it, and why do it?

The specific definition of early intervention used follows the approach taken in the Policy Review of Children and Young People in 2007 which led to the Aiming High series of initiatives the following year: “intervening as soon as possible to tackle problems that have already emerged for children and young people” – but, it adds, before these become serious. This is best achieved by promoting children’s strengths, boosting their resilience and enhancing their ‘protective’ factors. Also noted are the corresponding ‘risk’ factors which, however, do not automatically translate into poor outcomes.

On the basis of the above definition, therefore, it is argued that early intervention can benefit children across the whole age range from pregnancy to 18, as some indicators of poor outcomes may be identified at later stages. However, supporting children in their earliest years is especially important, for example because poor early experiences can impair children’s brain development; parents may be more open to asking for and accepting help at that stage; and effective help early on can have a ‘multiplier’ effect later.

The case for early intervention rests especially on the much higher costs (to the public purse and to society) of not intervening early and effectively, as shown by research studies and cost-benefit analyses, a number of which are noted in the paper (they include reference to work by Action for Children and the New Economics Foundation for their Backing the future report – see ‘related briefings’). There is also a specific case study listing the actual interventions and associated costs for a particular young person involved with the youth justice system, and the estimated costs for alternative strategies entailing much earlier intervention and which are likely to have avoided the ‘crime’ route’. As well as the actual cost of interventions, commissioners of services also need to consider evidence on their rate of effectiveness, and thus their value for money.

Key ingredients in successful practice are:

· the capacity of professionals to win the trust of children, young people and families (the third sector may be well placed to contribute here) 

· shared responsibility for early intervention by all services, with universal services (including schools, colleges, Sure Start children’s centres and primary health care) playing the major role as emerging difficulties are often first spotted here and where families may initially seek help.

Early intervention may increase costs in the short term as the benefits may take some years to materialise. The local case for such intervention is strengthened by pooled budgets within the children’s trust which enable savings to be shared.

Realising the potential of early intervention

Early intervention is a process rather than an event, involving identification of children, young people and families’ difficulties, high quality assessment processes, and delivering help – and each of these aspects is considered in more detail in separate chapters of the guidance.

Identification

In the first place, it is necessary to identify the ‘right’ children and young people who would benefit from early intervention and who might otherwise go on to develop poor outcomes, using information about risk to target resources. The guidance says that this is more difficult than first appears, as children move in and out of risk; not all those at risk of future social exclusion can be identified in assessments at birth or age five; and children may be quite resilient in the face of adversity. It also warns against ‘one size fits all’ programmes targeting groups too widely (for example in the case of looked after children on whom there are potentially misleading data on their likelihood of entering the criminal justice system), which run the risk of being both stigmatising and self-fulfilling prophesies.

The PREview project aims to develop a more reliable predictive approach in pregnancy and the early years using evidence from the Millennium Cohort Study, to help children’s trusts, communities and professionals, with initial findings to be made available during 2010-11.

Sharing information to support early intervention is also important, and some services not solely concerned with children, such as the police, anti-social behaviour teams and housing, may be well placed to identify additional needs at an early stage.

Children may also self-refer, but may have difficulty in engaging busy services’ attention if they are not at ‘crisis’ point. Good local information about what is available can contribute to early intervention. To meet the concerns of parents of children with special educational needs, specialist multi-agency teams can be a less costly and more effective way than recourse to statutory assessment processes. Other processes advocated are

· ‘really listening’ to children and young people; the guidance demonstrates the effectiveness of such programmes as Brief Encounters, and the Achievement for All programme in schools to seek and respond to parents’ views 

· filtering or ‘triaging’ for referrals to children’s services 

· regular reviews to identify children with emerging difficulties, for example through the Healthy Child Programme.

Assessing need

Assessing need is the next stage of early intervention. This section of the document focuses on the Common Assessment Framework (see ‘related briefings’) to assess children’s and families’ holistic needs soon after the onset of difficulties, and notes the piloting of an electronic version, National eCAF. Although the report states that CAF is the right assessment tool for early intervention, research studies have found that it is being used variably. There are different understandings of its use within schools, health settings and children’s services, especially as to how it relates to specialist and universal assessments.

A forthcoming research report from the Children’s Workforce Development Council concludes that CAF itself (or other specialist assessments) do not cause confusion; it is rather than processes to support effective integration have not yet been systematically put in place at a local level. Some approaches to address this are outlined, including local protocols and integrated working panels to consider CAF cases.

Delivering help

A number of factors to consider in delivering help are outlined, including the need for clarity about the specific difficulties that need to be addressed: some children who could benefit from early intervention have more than one kind of difficulty, so approaches addressing multiple risk factors are most effective in such cases. What children, young people and families want, and what an “expert, objective assessment of their situation suggests they need”, may also differ; and these need to be balanced, alongside the costs of different types of intervention.

The guidance looks at the role of universal services which, although they may not have been evaluated in the same way as specific interventions, can provide a gateway to targeted services, increasingly being provided through multi-agency teams. The “potential of practical support” should never be ignored. Examples are given of relevant programmes, including parent support advisers or family support workers; targeted youth support; and structured leisure time activities for young people.

There are now more evidence-based early intervention programmes, the most successful of which share certain characteristics: they target specific populations, are intensive, focus on behaviour, include both parents and children, and ‘stay faithful’ to the programme. (The National Academy of Parenting Practitioners has identified eight parenting programmes with a good evidence base.) Tailoring programmes to the needs and interests of clients may aid retention of ‘clients’, but might run the risk of diluting its effects. It is therefore important that people with the right training and skills are available to put such evidence-based programmes into effect.

Several government-supported prevention and early intervention initiatives are listed, such as the Family-Nurse Partnership; the Healthy Child Programme; Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning; and Targeted Mental Health in Schools.

The document concludes with an analysis of the role of early intervention within a continuum of services from universal provision, through areas of increasing complexity of need, to specialist provision. It calls for a ‘balanced approach’ to prevention, early intervention and later intervention, informed by an assessment of communities’ needs. Services may be organised on a locality basis to support early intervention, and examples are given. This process is aided by the Apprenticeships, Skills, Children and Learning Act 2009 which makes schools statutory partners in children’s trusts and allows greater alignment of resources to support joined-up commissioning. Examples are also provided of larger, area-wide approaches to early intervention adopted by some local authorities.

Some Total Place pilots focus particularly on children’s services and may provide lessons for early intervention, while the ‘Narrowing the Gap’ project which ran from 2007-2009 also provides some learning points for this area.

‘Investing to save’ would be easier if available resources were increasing. In the absence of such conditions, the guidance argues that “quite a lot can be done to enhance the effectiveness of early intervention without the need for significant additional funding”. Financial constraint also acts as an incentive to review the way in which resources are currently distributed and consider, for example, how staff are best deployed and how “unproductive duplication of professional effort” can be avoided. A new multi-agency Children and Young People’s Grant will be available for trial from April 2011; this will include money for youth activities, school improvement, support for families, disabled children, Sure Start and funds previously paid through Area Based Grant, within a single ring fence.

An effective early intervention approach depends crucially on the systematic collection and analysis of data to produce evidence about what does, and does not, work. The DCSF is setting up several research centres to strengthen the evidence base: the Child and Maternal Health Observatory (ChiMat); research by the Young Foundation into measuring individual and community well-being and resilience; and a call until summer 2010 by C4EO for ‘validated practice’ about early intervention.

Three proposals are outlined to support local authorities’ early intervention work:

· establishing an Early Intervention Implementation Group, to be jointly chaired by a representative from ADCS and a senior Government official 

· supporting the development and use of evidence-based early intervention practice 

· commissioning an experts group to explore the potential of Social Impact Bonds (see ‘comment’ section below) to lever in additional resources to support early intervention approaches with children and young people.
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