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Objectives: Child poverty in the UK is increasing, with 30% of children and young people (CYP) living below the official poverty line in 2021.(1) Exacerbated by the pandemic, spending on preventive early interventions has declined by 48% in the UK over the last decade, while expenditure on youth justice services, safeguarding and looked after children increased by 34% in the same period.(2) Child poverty has toxic effects, increasing the likelihood of: infant death; low birthweight; bottle feeding and tooth decay; exposure to second hand smoke; obesity; asthma; poor school performance; and death in an accident.(3) 

The Emergency Department at Birmingham Children’s Hospital, with 60,000 annual attendances, serves the UK’s diverse second city where 51% of CYP live in the 10% most deprived areas in England.(4) A pilot Early Help service based in the ED was introduced to raise awareness of the Early Help offer (housing, finance, food poverty, digital exclusion, mental health, child development, SEND) among ED staff and to increase support to attending families with barriers to health and social care.

Methods: An Early Help coordinator (FD) began work alongside ED clinicians from 1st November 2021 with the aim of bringing the Early Help offer to children and their families attending the ED, especially for families who do not meet the threshold for a social services referral. Alongside referrals made to Early Help – to enable signposting and social prescribing for families - the pilot plans to evaluate any reduction in referrals to tier-two services. Out of hours, referrals were still made and picked up the next working day.

Results – In the first three months (Nov 2021-Feb 2022), 150 referrals were made to Early Help from ED nursing and medical staff, where none had been made previously. These resulted in 60 Family Connect Forms (assessments) completed across Birmingham (and a further 16 out of area) while 74 Early Help conversations took place (advice). Common referrals included issues with: temporary accommodation; homelessness; poor and overcrowded living conditions; financial difficulties; food parcels; parenting support; children with learning needs; education. 

The Early Help service found four main themes: 
· poor housing (with resultant effects on mental health)
· inadequate support provided by stretched social services to families with children with life limiting conditions and disabilities
· large number of CYP presenting to ED with mental health issues which do not meet the threshold for mental health services
· families missed by the under-resourced Health Visiting services (resulting in missed diagnoses of developmental delay)



Fig 1: Referrals (n=150) from ED to the Early Help Coordinator (FCF – Family Connect Forms, or assessments)
 
Conclusion – The pilot has been overwhelmingly positive for the ED, with the Early Help coordinator not only ensuring struggling families are directed to the support they need but also helping to educate and guide clinicians across the hospital through the complexities of support (“Right Help, Right Time”) thresholds and the multiple agencies involved in the care of vulnerable families. The pilot has been extended, with plans to base members of the hospital safeguarding team alongside Early Help in the ED.
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