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1. Introduction 

Early Health System - Definition

Early Help services are designed to support children, young people, and families at an early stage by improving access to help and reducing delays in intervention (Department for Education, 2022). This includes a range of support such as parenting services, health and wellbeing support, and social care interventions aimed at preventing needs from escalating (Department for Education, 2026). 
The Early Help System Guide provides a framework for how these services are organised and highlights the importance of tailoring support to local community needs to improve accessibility and effectiveness (Department for Education, 2026). 
Early Help is also closely linked to the wider safeguarding system set out in Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023), which emphasises early intervention and multi-agency collaboration to identify and address needs before they escalate (Department for Education, 2026). However, access to Early Help services can vary between local authorities, raising concerns about consistency and equality of provision across different areas.

Overview
This report will cover Early Help provision in Southwark, Norfolk, and Leeds focusing on how each local authority delivers support to children and families at an early stage of need. 
It examines key aspects of practice, including multi-agency working, early intervention, and access to services. It will also analyse how effectively each local authority website communicates Early Help and wider support services to families, highlighting key strengths and weaknesses in accessibility, clarity, and usability. 
The approaches used in each area will then be compared to identify similarities and differences in service delivery and public communication. This comparison will highlight variations in practice and consider how effectively Early Help is implemented within the wider safeguarding framework.

2. Main body

Understanding the Early Help System
The Early Help system is designed to provide support to children and families as at an early stage (Department for Education, 2022). The Early Help System Guide suggests that Early Help is most effective when professionals from different services work together from an early stage (Department for Education, 2026).  
It typically begins with an Early Help assessment, which is carried out with a professional such as a teacher, health visitor or family worker (Department for Education, 2022; Family Rights Group, 2021). This assessment considers the needs of the whole family, including both strengths and areas of concern, to build a clear understanding of the situation (Department for Education, 2022; Department for Education, 2026).
Importantly, Early Help is voluntary, meaning that families choose whether to engage with the process. Once the assessment is completed, the information may be reviewed by a central team to determine what level of support is most appropriate (Department for Education, 2022; Family Rights Group, 2021). In cases where multiple services are involved, one practitioner is identified as the lead professional, whose role is to coordinate support and act as a single point of contact for the family (Family Rights Group, 2021).
 A key feature of the process is the development of a shared plan, often referred to as a ‘early help plan’, which outlines goals, actions, and the roles of different professionals (Family Rights Group, 2021). Progress is then reviewed regularly through meetings involving the family and relevant practitioners.
This approach reflects national guidance, which emphasises early identification of need, coordinated support, and partnership working with families.
In addition, early help is strongly associated with improved long-term outcomes for children, such as better health, education, and social development, while also reducing the demand for more costly statutory interventions in the future (Powell, et al., 2019).

The Importance of Multi-Disciplinary Working in Early Help Systems
Multi-agency working refers to different professionals and services working together to support children and families, while inter-disciplinary working is important because it enables the sharing of expertise and more coordinated responses to need (Department for Education, 2026).
A 2021 scoping study was carried out to explore different perspectives on early help for children and families in England, helping to shape the framework and improve understanding of how services operate (Department for Education, 2022).
Overall, inspections focused on how effectively different agencies work together to provide timely support, and how well local services respond when children and families need help (Department for Education, 2022).
However, it has been identified that local safeguarding partnerships need to work more closely with other agencies, especially schools, and develop clearer shared plans (Ofsted, 2023).
Information sharing is a clear example of how differences in understanding and practice can create challenges between agencies. It is a central part of multi-agency working in safeguarding and is often identified as a factor when safeguarding failures occur (Dixon et al., 2022). However, in practice, sharing information is not always a simple or straightforward process, even within the same organisation.
A key example of the consequences of poor multi-agency working is the Victoria Climbié case, which exposed serious failures in communication and information-sharing between social services, police, and health professionals, resulting in repeated missed opportunities to protect her from abuse. 
This can be linked to Laming’s (2003) report, which highlighted that the failures in Victoria Climbié’s case were not just individual mistakes but a wider system failure, where poor communication and lack of effective multi-disciplinary working between agencies contributed to missed opportunities to protect her (Laming, 2003). This case led to important changes in child protection and made it clear that services need to work more closely together when safeguarding children.
The Department for Education (2026) explains that although Early Help is not a legal requirement, offering support early on is more effective than waiting until problems become more serious.
It also highlights the importance of local authorities working closely with other agencies to deliver coordinated support. In this approach, all practitioners have a role in recognising early signs of need and sharing information so that appropriate support can be provided in time (Department for Education, 2026).  
Taken together, effective multi-agency working relies on strong communication, shared planning, and consistent collaboration between services, particularly schools and safeguarding partners.

Strengths and Weaknesses of Local Authority: Early Help Websites

Southwark Council
Southwark Council’s Early Help system provides families with access to a range of support services designed to address needs at an early stage and prevent escalation into statutory intervention (Southwark Council, 2026).
One key feature is the Early Help Assessment (EHA), which is used to identify needs within the family and coordinate appropriate support from multiple agencies. This assessment is carried out with the involvement of professionals such as schools, health services, or family support workers, depending on where the initial concern is identified (Southwark Council, 2026).
A practical example of Early Help in Southwark includes support provided through family early help services in schools, where concerns such as attendance issues, behavioural challenges, or emotional wellbeing needs may trigger a coordinated response (Southwark Council, 2026). In such cases, a lead professional is assigned to ensure communication between services remains consistent and that the family receives joined-up support rather than fragmented interventions (Southwark Council, 2026).
Southwark also promotes multi-agency collaboration through a “Team Around the Family” approach, where different professionals such as education staff, health visitors, and social care workers contribute to a shared plan (Southwark Council, 2026). This reflects national safeguarding expectations that emphasise coordinated intervention and early identification of need.
However, while Southwark provides clear procedural guidance, the level of detail can make navigation more complex for families who are unfamiliar with Early Help terminology (Southwark Council, 2026).
Those who do not have access to the necessary technology or the skills to use it may still be left out. Because of this, healthcare providers need to make sure that digital services can be used by everyone, no matter their background, income, or where they live (Wai, et al., 2023).
Overall, Southwark demonstrates a structured and multi-agency driven Early Help model, strongly aligned with safeguarding principles but with some limitations in user accessibility (Southwark Council, 2026).
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Figure 1, Early Help Principles Model by the Southwark Safeguarding Children Partnership (2019).

Norfolk Council
The availability of the consent leaflet in multiple languages demonstrates Norfolk Council’s commitment to ensuring that families who do not speak English as a first language can still understand key information and provide informed consent (Norfolk Council, 2026).
The Multi-Agency Safeguarding Arrangements (MASA) continue to support and oversee the local Early Help offer for families. This approach brings together different professionals and expertise in a coordinated, place-based way to support children and families effectively (Norfolk Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2025).
The principles of safeguarding practice focus on ensuring that children and young people receive the right support at the right time to promote their safety and wellbeing (Norfolk Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2025). This includes placing the child at the centre, valuing their voice and that of their family, and using evidence and child development to inform decision-making (Norfolk Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2025).
It also involves respecting individuals, recognising strengths as well as difficulties, understanding family backgrounds and cultures, and maintaining open and honest communication about concerns (Norfolk Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2025).
Norfolk County Council’s website clearly outlines Early Help services and signposts families to relevant support, which is a strength as it promotes early intervention and improves access to services. It also reflects multi-agency working through clear links between education, health, and social care (Norfolk Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2025).
However, some sections have heavy and text-dense, which may reduce accessibility for users with lower digital literacy or those seeking quick guidance. In addition, navigation between pages is not always intuitive, which may delay access to support for some families in need (Norfolk Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2025).

Leeds Council
Leeds City Council’s Early Help provision is delivered through the Early Start Service, which provides families with young children access to a range of coordinated support in one place (Leeds Council, 2022). 
The Early Start Service focuses on areas such as health visiting, childcare, early learning, and children’s development, supporting children from the earliest stages of life. This is a strength as it reduces delays and makes it easier for parents and carers to access help without being moved between different services (Leeds Council, 2022).
It also supports early intervention by ensuring that needs can be identified and addressed quickly. Overall, this joined-up approach improves coordination between professionals and helps families access support more efficiently (Leeds Council, 2022).

Leeds also uses a stepped or graduated approach based on the THRIVE model to guide how Early Help is delivered. This means support is provided at different levels depending on the needs of the child or family, ensuring that help is matched appropriately rather than applying a one-size-fits-all response (Leeds Council, 2022).
It also reinforces the idea that Early Help is not the responsibility of a single service, but something that all professionals should be involved in when working with families.
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Figure 2 illustrates the THRIVE model used in Leeds Early Help provision.


3. Conclusion

This report examined Early Help provision across Leeds, Southwark, and Norfolk, focusing on early intervention, multi-agency working, and accessibility of services. It analysed how each local authority communicates support to families and compared strengths and weaknesses in their approaches, particularly in coordination, clarity, and ease of access for users.
The comparison of Leeds, Southwark and Norfolk shows that all three councils aim to deliver Early Help through early intervention and multi-agency support, but they differ in how clearly this is communicated.
Leeds is the most effective overall, as its Early Start Service presents information in a clear, organised and easy-to-use way, making support more accessible for families (Leeds Council, 2022).
Southwark has a well-developed and structured multi-agency system, including processes like the Early Help Assessment, but its complexity can make it harder for users to navigate (Southwark Council, 2026).
Norfolk shows strong inclusive and safeguarding-focused practice, including multilingual resources, However, the information is quite dense and contains a lot of detail, which can make it confusing for families to understand and harder for them to quickly find the support they need (Norfolk Council, 2026).
In other words, the amount of information provided can feel overwhelming, making it less straightforward for users to navigate and access help efficiently. 
Overall, Leeds is the most effective because it combines clarity, accessibility and joined-up services, enabling families to understand and access Early Help more easily.


4. Recommendations 

Based on the findings from the research, several improvements could strengthen Early Help provision across local authorities. Firstly, local authorities should increase investment in Early Help services, as reduced funding for preventative work limits early intervention and places greater pressure on statutory social preventative work limits early intervention and increases pressure on statutory social care (Powell, et al., 2019).
Secondly, all three councils should enhance the clarity and accessibility of their websites by using clearer, more straightforward language, limiting complex terminology, and improving how information is organised so families can easily access support. They should also provide content in a range of languages, not just English, to make services more inclusive and easier to understand for all communities.
Leeds should maintain its strong integrated model but continue to develop digital accessibility to ensure it remains inclusive for all users. 
Southwark could benefit from simplifying how its Early Help processes are presented online, making key information easier for families to understand without losing its strong multi-agency structure (Southwark Council, 2026).
Norfolk should focus most on reducing information overload and improving website layout, so services are easier to locate (Norfolk Council, 2026). Overall, improving clarity, accessibility, and sustained funding would make Early Help more effective and consistent across all areas.
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