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Getting Help at the Right Time

Introduction 
Early Help is a preventing approach that identifies emerging difficulties in children, young people and families and provides support before problems become more serious. It is not simply one service. The Early Help System Guide describes it as a network of services, processed and interactions, requiring shared goals, partnerships working and attention or the voice of the families (Department for Education and DLUHC, 2026). This report examines how Leicestershire County Council, Norfolk County Council and Staffordshire Council signpost Early Help and wider family support through their websites. It considers accessibility, clarity, self-referral, family-friendly communication, multi-agency working and safeguarding. The three approaches are compared to identify which authority provides the strongest online route into support. The analysis also applies Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026, particularly its emphasis on Family Help, multidisciplinary practice and a seamless relationship between early support and safeguarding (Department of Education, 2026)
Early Help and multi-agency working 
Effective Early Help depends on agencies recognising that families' difficulties are often interconnected. A child experiencing poor attendance, for example, may also experience anxiety, financial pressure, housing problems, or difficulties within relationship. If agencies respond separately, families can be expected to repeat their circumstances and may be receive fragmented support. The Early Help System Guide therefore promotes a mature local system based on partnership, evidence, shared planning, and continuous improvement (Department for Education and DLUHC, 2022).
Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 strengthens this approach. It states that Family Help combines targeted Early Help and Section 17 support into a more seamless offer, supported by consistent practitioner relationships and a family help plan led by a multidisciplinary team (Department for Education, 2026). This is significant because early intervention and safeguarding should not be treated as a separate system. Early Help can prevent escalation, while professionals must be able to recognise when needs have increased and respond appropriately. Consequently, a reliable website should not merely advertise services, it should help families understand where to begin, what will happen next, and where to go if a concern becomes urgent. 
Leicestershire County Council 
Leicestershire County Council presents Family Help as a broad service for families experiencing difficulties that cannot be addressed by universal services such as schools or GPs alone (Leicestershire County Council, 2026). The website signposts support for domestic abuse, mental health and wellbeing, SEND, parenting, targeted young people, Family Hubs and a family information and support directory. This is a strength because it reflects a whole-family approach rather than defining support around one problem. 
A particularly strong feature is the Request for Services route. The council explains that a young person, family member, friend, or professional and that families do not need to know which service require. They are asked instead to explain what help they need and what they think may happen without support (Leicester County Council, 2026). This reduces the burden on families to understand professional structures and makes the first step more accessible. 
The website also explains that referrals are initially considered through the First Response Children’s Duty team to check whether children are safe and whether social work involvement is required. This demonstrates a safeguarding connection while still allowing families to access early support (Leicestershire County Council, 2026). The range of parenting programmes and other family services further strengthens the practical value of the signposting. 
However, there is a tension between comprehensiveness and simplicity. Some detailed referral information is located on a professional service portal, which may be less intuitive for parents. Terms such as Family Help, Children in Need and referral can also appear formal to someone unfamiliar with children’s services. Leicestershire could improve the experience by creating one highly visible family-facing “I need help” pathway, using plain English and explaining what happens after an online request.
Norfolk County Council 
Norfolk places strong emphasis on Family Hubs and community-based support. Its Family Hub model brings services together and provides a single access point for families, including support around early childhood, mental health, and parenting (Norfolk County Council, 2025). This approach is valuable because digital signposting alone cannot remove barriers. Families may lack digital confidence, have limited internet access or prefer face-to-face contact. Community-based provision can therefore make Early Help more inclusive (Norfolk County Council,  2025). 
Norfolk also demonstrates partnership working through School and Community Teams. The council describes fifteen geographical teams designed to strengthen local partnerships and provides needs-led, evidence-based support to children and
families. The teams work with schools and other services, providing early intervention, direct support, and links to Family Hubs (Norfolk County Council, 2025). This demonstrates the Early Help System Guide principle that services should operate as a connected local system rather than isolated organisation. 
The approach also had a strong preventative focus. Norfolk explains that teams work with emerging needs before they escalate to more specialist with wider family support. This is particularly relevant to SEND, where difficulties can affect attendance, learning, wellbeing, and family relationships simultaneously (Norfolk County Council, 2023).
A further strength is the attention given to parents and carers. Norfolk’s wider Family Hub development includes partnership working across council, health providers, and voluntary-sector organisations, with opportunities for parents and carers to act as champions and provide peer support (Norfolk County Council, 2024). This supports participants rather than treating families simply as recipients of professional intervention. 
The weakness is that the online can still feel dispersed. A parent may encounter Family Hubs, School and community Teams, school information, and wider council services without immediately knowing which routes applies to their situation. Norfolk would receive help from a single family-facing starting point that asks what support is needed and then directs the user to the right local service. 
Staffordshire County Council
Staffordshire presents Early Help through its Families First model. The website explains that Families First model. The website explains that Family First works with key partners and operates through local geographical areas. It brings together Early Help Teams, safeguarding units, looked-after children’s services, and children’s disability teams, explicitly describing this as a coordinated response (Staffordshire County Council, 2026). This makes multi-agency working particularly visible to website users. 
The family-facing Early Help Team page is one of Staffordshire’s strongest features. It explains in straightforward language that teams help when things become difficult and finds four functions: advice and support, one-to-one help, group and family session, and school support (Staffordshire County Council, 2026). This is effective because it translates professional services structures into practical language. Families can understand what support might look like rather than simply seeing a policy definition of Early Help. 
Staffordshire also separates early intervention from urgent safeguarding. It is access page explains that families can seek early help for concerns such as school problems, alcohol misuse, or antisocial behaviour, while immediate safety concerns should be directed to the Families Integrated Front Door Service. It also explains consent and identifies the Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hub, where police, health and council professionals work together (Staffordshire County Council, 2026). This is strong safeguarding communication because it reduces uncertainty about which route to use. 
The website also explains diverse levels of need, helping users understand how support can be matched to circumstances. Family support relates to wider services, making the system more comprehensive. 
However, Staffordshire’s strength in breadth can also create complexity. Families may need to move between Families First, Early Help Teams, Family Hubs, and safeguarding information. Although these services are internally connected, the digital journey could still feel fragmented to a parent under pressure. The council should therefore keep its detailed information but place a simpler family-facing route at the centre. 
Comparison and critical evaluation
All three councils demonstrate the main principles of Early Help, but they communicate the differently. Leicestershire is particularly strong at reducing the burden of choosing the correct service because its requests route tells families that they do need to know which services they need. This is an important accessibility feature and reflects family-centred practice (Leicestershire County Council, 2026). 
Norfolk is strongest in community accessibility. Its Family Hub and School and Community Teams model show that Early Help is not restricted to an online transaction. It connects schools, health, voluntary organisations, and community provision, while parent participation adds a co-production dimension (Norfolk County Council, 2025). Its main weakness is that the richness of the system can make online navigation less direct. 
Staffordshire is strongest in practical family-facing communication. Its Early Help Team page clearly explains what staff do, while its access page distinguishes early help from urgent safeguarding and explains multi-agency arrangements (Staffordshire County Council, 2026). This makes the website particularly usable for a parent who may be unsure whether their concern is serious enough to seek help. 
[bookmark: _Int_jSa8i7SV]Across all three authorities, accessibility should be understood broadly. A website may be technically available but still difficult for families with limited literacy, disabilities, language barriers, or low digital confidence. Clear headings, plain English, accessible forms, alternatives contact methods and community-based support are therefore important. Signposting should also avoid making families feel blamed. Seeking Early Help should be presented as a normal and positive step, not as evidence that a parent has failed (Department of Education, 2025). 
 Staffordshire provides the strongest overall family-facing online signposting. Leicestershire has the better self-referral explanation, while Norfolk has the strongest community model. Staffordshire, however, combines clear explanations, practical access information, visible multi-agency working, levels of need and a distinct safeguarding route. These features most closely translates the principles of Early Help into a usable family journey. 
A further consideration is inclusivity. Working Together 2026 reinforces anti-discriminatory practice and expects safeguarding partners to understand how discrimination and disadvantages can affect children and families (Department for Education, 2026). This should influence online communication as well as professional practice. If websites use inaccessible language, assume English literacy, or provides limited routes for families who cannot complete digital forms, the service may be less fair even when support technically exists. Councils should therefore check who successfully reaches Early Help and who may be missing from it. Website analytics, feedback from families and community organisations could help find barriers. This would strengthen the Early Help System Guide’s emphases on using evidence, partnership reflection, and family voice to improve local systems. In this respect, effective signposting is not simply a communication task, it is part of prevention. The easiest it is for families to recognise concerns and obtain right support, the greater opportunities to build strengths, reduce pressure and prevent needs becoming more complex. This also means success should be judged by the family journey, not by the number of webpages or services listed alone. 
Recommendation
[bookmark: _Int_0xN4QOkm]Local authorities should create one prominent family-facing “I need help” pathway. Website should be using plain English and explain terms such as Early Help, Family Help and Section 17. Self-referral, telephone, and face-to-face options should be displayed together. Councils should provide accessible and translated information and test online forms with families, including disabled users. Family Hub, voluntary-sector, and community services should be integrated into search pathways rather than presented as disconnected options. Finally, parents, carers, children, and young people should be involved in testing websites regularly. These improvements would make Early Help easier to find, understand, and use, supporting the wider safeguarding aim of providing the right help before difficulties escalate. 




[bookmark: _GoBack]Conclusion
The comparison shows that effective Early Help depends on more than having services available. Families need to understand what will happen afterwards. The Early Help System Guide promotes a mature system based on partnership, whole-family working, evidence, and family voice (Department for Education and DLUHC, 2022). Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 strengthens this direction through Family Help and multidisciplinary practice, making the relationship between early support and safeguarding more seamless (Department for Education, 2026). 
Leicestershire, Norfolk, and Staffordshire all provide evidence of preventing support and partnership working. Leicester offers an accessible request route. Norfolk provides strong community and family participation, and Staffordshire combines particularly clear family-facing information with practical safeguarding pathways. Staffordshire is therefore the strongest overall examples for online signposting, although all three could simplify navigation further. 
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