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[bookmark: _Toc1485602154]Introduction 
Early support and intervention services are generally acknowledged as essential in protecting children and fostering family resilience before problems become crises that call for legal social care intervention. "Early Help" is the term used to describe the proactive, responsive, and collaborative support provided to children, young people, and families at an early stage, delivered through universal and targeted services, and based on multi-agency collaboration. This study seeks to analyse how three local governments—Tower Hamlets Council, Southwark Council, and Nottinghamshire County Council—use their public-facing websites to advertise their Early Help program and related family support services. 
The report uses national guidelines to assess how well different authorities define and present Early Help for families. It looks at the clarity, accessibility, and organization of the information, as well as how well agencies collaborate and how referral processes are displayed. It compares the strengths and weaknesses of each council's online communication and offers recommendations for making information more accessible and clearer. The report emphasises the importance of effective public communication in promoting child welfare and preventing harm. It aims to identify successful practices and areas needing improvement in providing services to families.



[bookmark: _Toc91489471]2. The Early Help System: Purpose, Principles and National Guidance
2.1 Definition and Scope of Early Help.
Early Help is defined by national guidelines as the system of assistance given to children, young people, and families as soon as emerging difficulties are identified, with the goal of enhancing outcomes and preventing problems from escalating (Department for Education, 2023). It is not a single service but rather a coordinated network of universal and targeted support that aims to increase family resilience and lower the risk of more serious issues arising. According to Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023, Early Help includes both universal provisions like schools and health services, as well as targeted aid that addresses additional needs.

2.2 Purpose and principles of Early Help.
 Early Help is primarily focused on prevention and early intervention. Its aim is to alleviate concerns and provide families with the necessary assistance before problems become more severe. This prevents the situation from escalating to the point where legal protection or child protection procedures are necessary. Through coordinated multi-agency action, Early Help seeks to address risks, reinforce protective factors, and offer practical support (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). Early Help is based on several key principles. Families must agree to receive support because participation is voluntary and requires consent. The approach focuses on the child and emphasises the family's strengths. It relies on collaboration among different agencies, where experts share information and coordinate strategies. Assistance should match the level of need, ranging from general to specific help, and should be provided promptly and efficiently to avoid delays or overlap (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022).



2.3 The difference between Early Help and statutory interventions.
The Early Help System Guide explains the difference between Early Help and statutory interventions by highlighting their purposes and timing. Universal services, like health visiting and education, make up the first level of Early Help, available to all families. When a family needs more help than what universal support offers, targeted Early Help provides extra support aimed at addressing needs early and preventing them from getting worse 
(Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). This approach focuses on building family resilience through voluntary participation and teamwork. In contrast, statutory interventions are needed when issues become serious enough to require legal action. These involve formal assessments and protection measures by statutory agencies when Early Help fails or risks are high. Early Help prioritises prevention, while statutory intervention emphasises safeguarding and legal responsibilities (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022).
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3.1 What multi-agency working means in the context of support and safeguarding.

Multi-agency working is when different organisations and professionals work together to support and protect children and families. This includes social services, health care, schools, police, and community groups (Department for Education, 2023). The goal is to quickly identify needs, share information, and create coordinated plans to help, ensuring that children and families get a unified and timely response instead of separate or repeated services. By working together, these teams can use their skills effectively, make better decisions, and offer consistent support, leading to better results for children and families (Department for Education, 2023).

3.2 Role of different agencies.
Different agencies have specific but complementary roles in protecting families and children. Education professionals check school attendance and safety, working with other services if they find risks. Health services spot and address health issues early (Department for Education, 2023). Children's social care assesses and organises help for vulnerable children. The police investigate crimes and protect people from abuse. The voluntary sector offers support and services for families who may not use official resources. All these agencies work together for effective and accessible support (Department for Education, 2023).

3.3 Legal / statutory underpinning.
Multi-agency working for child and family support is based on laws and policies that promote teamwork among different agencies. The main laws in England include the Children Act 1989 and 2004, along with the Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 guidance (Department for Education, 2023). This guidance outlines the legal requirements for agencies to work together, emphasising that they must share information, jointly assess needs, and coordinate services to protect and support children (Department for Education, 2023). It applies to safeguarding partners like local authorities, health boards, and police, who must collaborate with other relevant groups to provide effective help and protection. The guidance makes it clear that these collaborative duties are required by law, with specific responsibilities for both strategic and operational levels (Department for Education, 2023).
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4.1 Norfolk County Council 
The Norfolk County Council clearly and concisely explains Early Help, defining it as assistance that gives families information, advice, and direction as soon as issues arise, with the goal of preventing them from getting worse (Norfolk County Council,2025). The council recognises that children may be impacted by adult problems like financial or mental health issues, and states that families with children up to the age of 18, or up to 25 for those with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND), are eligible for Early Help. Family Hubs in Norfolk promote access to help by providing services online and in the neighbourhood (Norfolk County Council,2025). By providing connections for requesting Early Help and learning about family hub support, the website makes it easy to do essential tasks. Nevertheless, the page offers just a few concrete examples of services or detailed eligibility requirements, with most of the information accessible via connected pages. Although the material is clear and straightforward, users who want more in-depth instructions will need to browse further (Norfolk County Council,2025).

4.2 Staffordshire County Council 
On the homepage of the Staffordshire County Council website, Early Help is not highlighted; instead, users must navigate through menus to find information under categories like Families First and Your Early Help Team (Staffordshire County Council, 2025). The council notes that referrals can be made through the Children's Advice Service and that Early Help teams collaborate with children, young people, and families to address other needs that don't necessitate social care intervention (Staffordshire County Council, 2025). Data on family hubs and Family Practitioner Services, which include parenting support, conflict resolution, and customised family plans, are spread over several websites. As a result, it is more difficult to find helpful resources for families, and the navigation is less straightforward than in Southwark or Norfolk (Staffordshire County Council, 2025).

4.3 Southwark Council
Southwark Council offers a clear and easy-to-use presentation of Early Help on its Children, Young People, and Families portal. Early Help is support aimed at keeping families healthy, safe, and strong, preventing problems from leading to social care issues (Southwark Council, 2025). The website defines its audience, which includes families with children up to 18 years old, and up to 25 for those with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND). It distinguishes between services available to all families and those for families with extra needs (Southwark Council, 2025).

The portal provides detailed information on Family Early Help (FEH) services, which cover various types of support, such as whole-family casework, parenting programs, educational inclusion help, and mental health services linked to CAMHS. It features guidance on referral pathways, indicating who can make referrals and how to access forms online (Southwark Council, 2025). Southwark also connects parenting support and community services, including local hubs for families, the Start for Life program for early years support, and activities aimed at children and young people, including SEND provisions and youth engagement initiatives.
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Norfolk County Council clearly defines Early Help, making it easy for families to understand its purpose and eligibility. The site offers links for support requests and information about Family Hubs, providing clear action steps. However, it lacks detail on available services and eligibility criteria on the main page, requiring users to navigate multiple pages for more information, which can hinder immediate assistance.

Staffordshire County Council presents Early Help less prominently. While it offers detailed information across various pages, navigation is fragmented, making it hard for users to find relevant content quickly. Although there are a wide range of services and an emphasis on professional support, ease of access and clarity are lacking.

Southwark Council excels in its communication strategy. Its portal serves as a central hub, clearly defining Early Help, differentiating services, and providing comprehensive details about available support. The site explains referral pathways and includes online forms, making it easy for both families and professionals to use. The only minor drawback is the volume of information, which is manageable due to well-structured menus and links.
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Southwark Council is identified as the best local authority for providing clear and useful Early Help information online, with its Children, Young People, and Families portal as a central resource. This portal explains what Early Help is, who it serves, and the difference between the services offered. It includes extensive details on parenting programs, mental health services, and more, with clear referral pathways for families and professionals. However, Southwark could improve its site with better navigation guides and quicker access to urgent help.
Norfolk could enhance its main Early Help page with more service details and easier access to forms, while Staffordshire should centralise Early Help content and clarify referral paths. All councils can improve transparency about service interactions and responsibilities. Implementing these changes would make it easier for families and professionals to access and understand Early Help services effectively.
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