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1. Introduction

Early Help is a foundational element within the UK’s safeguarding framework, functioning as a preventative, whole‑system model aimed at recognising emerging needs before they develop into more serious risks (Department for Education, 2023). This approach is deeply established in early intervention, reducing escalation, and strengthening coordinated multiagency responses, positioning Early Help as a vital component that complements statutory child protection by ensuring families receive timely and well‑coordinated support across both universal and targeted services (Department for Education, 2026).
UK National policy reinforces the strategic alignment between Early Help and wider safeguarding processes. Guidance such as the Early Help System Guide and Working Together to Safeguard Children emphasises that safeguarding responsibilities extend beyond children’s social care, requiring collective action from health, education, police, voluntary organisations, and community services (Department for Education, 2023; HM Government, 2023). This reflects the principle that effective safeguarding relies on shared early identification, holistic assessment, and integrated professional collaboration. Local authority guidance similarly highlights that multiagency working involves coordinated efforts between organisations and practitioners to promote children’s welfare and respond proportionately to emerging concerns. However, Early Help operates as the initial stage of the safeguarding continuum, offering accessible support while maintaining clear pathways for escalation when statutory intervention becomes necessary.
This report evaluates how three local authorities, Leicestershire County Council, Norfolk County Council, and Staffordshire County Council communicate and signpost their Early Help systems through publicly accessible websites. The analysis focuses on four key areas: the clarity and accessibility of Early Help information, the explanation of Early Help processes and underpinning principles, the representation of multiagency working and the visibility and usability of referral pathways. A comparative assessment identifies strengths and limitations across the three authorities and provides evidence‑based recommendations to enhance alignment with national guidance and improve accessibility for families and professionals.



2.The Early Help System

Early Help is a preventative, whole‑system approach designed to identify emerging needs and provide support before difficulties escalate into safeguarding or statutory intervention Early Help as “a collaborative, whole‑system approach that enables children, young people and families to receive the right support at the right time” (Department for Education, 2023). This aligns directly with the Early Help System Guide (2023), which emphasises early identification, coordinated multiagency responses, and accessible pathways for families.
2.1. Purpose and Principles of Early Help
According to the Early Help System Guide (2023), the Early Help system is built on several core principles:
· Early identification through universal services such as schools, GPs, midwives, social workers, healthcare professionals and youth services.
· Holistic assessment, often using an Early Help Assessment (EHA), to understand the full context of a child’s needs.
· Coordinated multiagency support, reducing duplication and ensuring families do not navigate services alone.
· Family‑centred practice, ensuring consent, participation and empowerment.
· Clear escalation pathways to statutory safeguarding services when risks increase.
2.2. How Early Help Interrelates with the Strategic Safeguarding System
Early Help sits at the front end of the safeguarding continuum. It is not separate from safeguarding, it is a core part of it.
The Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) guidance states that safeguarding is “everyone’s responsibility,” and Early Help is the mechanism through which universal and targeted services fulfil this responsibility before statutory intervention is required (HM Government,2023).
Early Help contributes to the strategic safeguarding system by:
· Reducing escalation into child protection by addressing needs early.
· Providing structured pathways for referral into Children’s Social Care when risks increase.
· Supporting multiagency information sharing, which is essential for risk assessment.
· Ensuring continuity of support, so families experience a seamless transition between Early Help and statutory services if needed.
In practice, Early Help acts as a preventative shield, strengthening families and reducing demand on statutory safeguarding systems.


3.Multi‑Agency Working and Inter‑Disciplinary Collaboration

Multiagency is the coordinated efforts of organisations and professionals to safeguard and promote the welfare of children.” This is entirely consistent with Working Together (2023), which places multiagency collaboration at the centre of safeguarding practice.
3.1. What Multi‑Agency Working Involves
A multi‑agency approach to supporting children and families relies on shared responsibility across health services, education providers, the police, social care, voluntary organisations and community groups, ensuring that no single agency works in isolation. This collaborative model is operationalised through joint planning and collective decision‑making, often facilitated by Team Around the Family (TAF) meetings, where professionals coordinate interventions and agree on coherent support plans. Effective partnership working also depends on robust information‑sharing practices, guided by statutory frameworks such as the Children Act 2004 and data‑protection requirements under GDPR, which enable practitioners to exchange relevant information lawfully and ethically. Increasingly, services are organised through integrated pathways, including Family Hubs, which consolidate multiple forms of support within a single access point to reduce fragmentation and improve continuity of care. Central to this system are clear referral routes, designed to prevent families from having to navigate complex service landscapes alone and to ensure timely access to appropriate support.
3.2 Importance of Inter‑Disciplinary Working
A multi‑agency approach to supporting children and families is characterised by shared responsibility across health services, education, policing, social care, voluntary organisations, and community groups, ensuring that safeguarding and early‑help interventions are not delivered in isolation. This collaborative ethos is enacted through joint planning and coordinated decision‑making, commonly facilitated via Team Around the Family (TAF) meetings, where practitioners collectively assess needs and agree coherent support plans. Effective partnership working further relies on lawful and ethical information sharing, guided by statutory frameworks such as the Children Act 2004 and data‑protection requirements under GDPR, which establish clear parameters for exchanging sensitive information. Increasingly, local authorities utilise integrated service pathways, including Family Hubs, to consolidate multiple forms of support within a single access point, thereby reducing fragmentation and improving continuity of care. Central to this model are clear referral routes, designed to prevent families from navigating complex systems independently and to ensure timely access to appropriate interventions (Children Act, 2004).

4. Evaluation of the Three Local Authority Websites

In this section, I will analyse the strengths and weaknesses of how Leicestershire, Norfolk, and Staffordshire present Early Help on their public websites, focusing on clarity, accessibility, multi‑agency framing, referral pathways and alignment with national guidance.

	Council
	Strengths
	Weaknesses
	Summary

	









Leicestershire County Council
	Clear description of Early Help and targeted support.          

Wide range of themed support pages (domestic abuse, mental health, SEND, parenting).

Multiple referral routes clearly signposted. 

Accessible, family‑friendly language. 

Community engagement through volunteer opportunities.
	



Limited explicit reference to multiagency working. 

No visual diagrams or flowcharts.

Family Hubs mentioned but not integrated. 

Minimal reference to national guidance.
	






Practical and accessible but lacks depth in explaining the Early Help system and multiagency processes.

	Norfolk County Council
	Strong preventative framing (“support as soon as difficulties start”). 
Clear eligibility criteria. 

Holistic approach including adult needs. 
Family Hubs model clearly presented. 

Simple, prominent referral button (“Request Early Help”).
	

Limited detail on specific services. 

Minimal explanation of multiagency processes (TAF, EHA).

No clear escalation pathways. 

Sparse website structure with fewer subpages.
	





Most accessible and family‑friendly but lacks operational detail.

	Staffordshire County Council
	Clear Early Help page.

Strong multiagency framing through Families First. 

Integration with SEND, early years, youth offending and safeguarding. 
Holistic early years pathway (“Bump to Toddler”). 

Professional language suitable for practitioners.
	

Less accessible for families due to professional terminology. 

Referral routes less visible. 

Complex navigation. 

Limited explanation of Early Help assessments.
	




Best reflects multiagency collaboration but is less accessible for families.




5. Recommendations

5.1. Strengthen Explicit Alignment with National Guidance
Although all three websites broadly reflect Early Help principles, none explicitly reference Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) or the Early Help System Guide (2023). Clear citation of these documents would:
· Reinforce the legitimacy of Early Help pathways.
· Demonstrate compliance with statutory safeguarding expectations
· Help families and professionals understand the wider safeguarding context
Local authorities should include short, accessible summaries of national guidance and link directly to official documents.
5.2. Improve Visual Communication of Early Help Pathways
Leicestershire and Staffordshire websites have lack of visual diagrams or flowcharts explaining Early Help processes. Visual tools would help families understand:
· How Early Help assessments works
· What happens during Team Around the Family (TAF) meetings
· How multiagency partners collaborate.
· When and how escalation to statutory services occurs.
Flowcharts, infographics, and simple step‑by‑step visuals should be embedded on Early Help landing pages.
5.3. Enhance Multiagency Explanations Across All Websites
While Staffordshire demonstrates strong multiagency framing, Leicestershire and Norfolk provide limited detail. All authorities should clearly outline:
· The roles of schools, health services, police, voluntary organisations and Family Hubs
· How information sharing works.
· How agencies coordinate support through TAF meetings
· How families benefit from integrated working
Multi‑agency working, as reflected in Early Help guidance, refers to the coordinated involvement of different organisations and professionals who work together to safeguard children and promote their overall wellbeing (Ofsted, 2023).
5.4. Increase Referral Visibility and Simplify Access Routes.
Norfolk’s “Request Early Help” button is a model of good practice. Leicestershire and Staffordshire should adopt similar features to ensure families can quickly access support. Improvements include:
· A prominent referral button on the Early Help homepage
· Clear options for self‑referral and professional referral
· Short explanations of what happens after a referral is made
This would reduce barriers for families who may be seeking help during stressful circumstances.


5.5. Integrate Family Hubs More Clearly into Early Help Narratives
Norfolk demonstrates strong integration of Family Hubs, but Leicestershire and Staffordshire do not fully connect hubs to Early Help pathways. Improvements include:
· Explaining how Family Hubs support Early Help delivery.
· Showing how families can access Early Help through hubs.
· Providing maps, opening times and contact details.
· Highlighting multiagency services available within hubs
This would help families understand the practical routes into support.
5.6. Expand Depth of Information Without Overwhelming Families
Norfolk’s website is accessible but lacks detail, while Staffordshire’s is detailed but less accessible. A balanced approach is recommended:
· Provide simple summaries for families.
· Offer deeper, practitioner‑focused information on subpages.
· Ensure both audiences, families and professionals, can find what they need easily.
This dual‑layered structure would improve usability for all stakeholders.
5.7. Improve Website Navigation and Structure
Staffordshire’s navigation is complex, and Leicestershire’s pages are text‑heavy. All authorities should:
· Reduce the number of clicks required to reach Early Help information.
· Use clear headings and menus.
· Ensure Early Help appears prominently on the homepage.
· Provide consistent layout across subpages.
Improved navigation supports early identification by making information easier to find.
These recommendations would enhance the clarity, accessibility and effectiveness of Early Help signposting, ensuring families receive timely, coordinated support in line with national safeguarding expectations (Local Government Association, 2021).





6. Conclusion

This report has examined how three local authorities Leicestershire, Norfolk and Staffordshire communicate and signpost their Early Help systems through their public websites. 
Across the three websites, several key findings emerged. Norfolk demonstrated the strongest commitment to accessibility, using simple language, clear navigation and a prominent “Request Early Help” referral button. Leicestershire provided the most detailed service information, offering a wide range of themed support pages and multiple referral routes. Staffordshire showed the clearest multiagency framing, explicitly referencing partnership working through Families First and integrating Early Help within a broader whole‑system context.
When considering overall effectiveness, Norfolk County Council provides the most effective Early Help information for families. This judgement is based on three key factors:
1. Accessibility and clarity – Norfolk’s language is simple, direct, and family‑friendly, reducing barriers for parents who may be seeking support during stressful circumstances.
2. Ease of navigation – The website is structured in a way that allows families to quickly understand what Early Help is and how to access it, with minimal reading required.
3. Referral visibility – The prominent “Request Early Help” button offers a clear, immediate pathway into support, which is essential for early intervention.
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