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Introduction- 
Early help: Can be explained as a voluntary, whole-family approach to providing timely support to children, young people and their families as soon as difficulties emerge, before problems escalate to crisis or require statutory children’s social care intervention, and this applies from conception to age 19 (or up to 25 for those with SEND) and focuses on building strengths, preventing harm, and improving long-term wellbeing rather than reacting to crisis points. Family Help is a new way of offering support to families who need more intensive help and support. It brings together different types of help into one service, so families don’t have to keep repeating their story to several workers.
How Family Help First: Families First offers additional help in ways that work best for your family. 
-Gives support before problems become bigger
-Makes services easier to understand
-Helps children stay safely with their families where possible.
How this benefits families: Families First makes it easier to get the right help
-Work with one main worker who coordinates support
-Get help from a team that works together
-Have fewer appointments with different services
-Feel listened to and involved in decision-making.
If ongoing help is needed, a family help team may support them. They will work with the family to understand what is going on, what support could help, and to agree on the next steps. And where professionals are worried about a child’s safety, specialist child protection workers will support the family. They also work closely with schools, health services and the police. 
Core Principles: 
Consent and partnership- Families must agree to involvement with service work rather than with families.
Multi-agency working- Bringing together health, education, housing, mental health, and community groups.
Right help, right time, right place- Support matched to need at the earliest opportunity.
Explanation of multi-agency working-
Multi-agency working in early help means statutory, health, education, VCSE, and community organisations collaborating with families to identify needs, share information, plan, and deliver joined-up support before difficulties escalate to crisis or statutory social care intervention, which is based on the principle that single agencies rarely meet the full range of complex needs, where overlapping needs need to be faced by families. - such as parental mental ill health, housing instability, school attendance issues, and domestic abuse.
Legal and policy foundation: 
NICE Guideline NG214 (2020) – Explicitly recommends integrated multi-agency teams, shared assessment tools, and clear referral routes to deliver person-centred, timely early help for children and families.
Children Act 2004 s. 10- Statutory duty on local authorities to promote cooperation across agencies to improve children’s wellbeing.
Key structures and models: 
Strategic Governance: The Local Safeguarding Children Partnerships (SCPs) bring together the three statutory partners: local authority children’s services, NHS Integrated Care Boards (ICBs), and police. They set thresholds, publish joint needs assessments, and hold partners to account for the delivery of Early Help.
Operational Structures: 
Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hub (MASH): Single front door for referrals, bringing social care, health, police, education, and housing together to triage requests, share information lawfully, and decide whether support is universal, Early Help, or statutory.
The Lead Practitioner is the named person responsible for coordinating the plan, reducing duplication, and serving as the family’s consistent point of contact across all agencies.
Participating Partners:
Statutory partners are Local authority children's services, housing, and education; NHS health visitors, GPs, CAMHS, midwives; police; and youth justice.
Evaluation of Local Authorities-
Staffordshire County Council:
 Early Help sits under Children, young people and families> families first> your Early help team, with a simple definition: ‘help before things get worse’ and four core functions: advice, one-to-one support, groups, school and school support.
Support directory- Staffordshire Connects acts as a one-stop hub linking to health, community, and SEND Local offers, plus the My Staff app. Earliest help, early help, early intervention, prevention, universal plus and more are all terms used by professionals to mean helping children and families early on with the difficulty or need(s) that they are experiencing. Throughout this section, we used the term early help to group together all of the above terms to avoid confusion. Early help also means that children get the support needed to reach their full potential and improve their long-term outcomes. And the impact of early help can improve the quality of a child’s home and family life, enabling them to perform better at school and in society at large.
Thresholds- This links to the right help, right time framework, explaining universal > targeted >specialist > statutory pathway.
Gaps- Limited dedicated standalone early help landing page; key details spread across council and safeguarding partnership sites; few examples of what families can expect or how multi-agency/ TAF works in the practice.
Strengths- Consistent single contact number across all pathways
-Clear signposting between different levels of need
- Integrated service directory and mobile access.
Weaknesses – Scattered information; no unified “what is early help and how do I get it?” 
-Minimal explanation of the process (EHA, Lead Practitioner, TAF)
-Limited plain-language examples or family testimonials.
Leeds City Council:
Key Content and Structure
- Early help information is split across the main council site, Leeds Local Offer, and Leeds Safeguarding Children Partnership.
Coverage- This includes early start (0-5s), mental health, attendance, and cost-of-living support; explains multi-agency working and co-production principles.
Gaps- The main council homepage does not feature early help prominently; requires navigating to children and families or external Local Offer; inconsistent terminology between pages; limited step-by-step journey mapping.
Strengths: 
-Clear statement that early help is voluntary and family-led.
-Detailed regional hub contact details for local access.
-Strong links to family hubs and targeted age-group services.
Weaknesses:
-No single online self-referral route; reliance on phone and email.
-Limited explanation of assessment processes or consent rules.
-Information fragmented across three separate domains.
Norfolk County Council:
Key Content and Structure: 
-Early help has a dedicated, easy-to-find page under Children and families > early help, plus mirrored in the SEND Local Offer.
-Full process explained: who’s eligible (0-8; up to 25 SEND), what support includes, how to self-refer or professional refer, early help assessment, team around the family, stepping up and down between services.
-Accessibility: Uses plain language, avoids excessive acronyms, provides downloadable forms, and clearly states consent and voluntary participation.
Strengths-
-Clear explanation of multi- agency working, assessment, and review.
-Direct links to related services and downloadable resources.
-Explicit whole-family focus aligned with NICE NG 214 (2020).
-Unified, standalone early help landing page covering all key questions
Weaknesses-
-Limited interactive tools or multilingual options.
-Fewer case examples compared to policy guidance.

-Some regional contact details are less visible than national ones.

Compare and Contrast:
	Criterion
	Staffordshire

	Location on site
	Buried under Families First

	Definition clarity
	Simple but brief

	Self-referral
	Phone/email only

	Process explanation
	Minimal

	Multi-agency links
	Via directory



	Whole-family focus
	Limited

	Threshold clarity
	Good

	
	



Common Strengths across all three:
All comply with statutory requirements to publish access routes and links to local offer; all use family- friendly language and avoid overly technical barriers.
Common weaknesses: None fully meet NICE’S recommendations for fully accessible multilingual formats or easy-read versions; all could benefit from more real-life examples to reduce stigma (NICE,2020; youngMinds, 2026).
More Effective and Accessible is Norfolk County Council -It provides the most effective and accessible information, because
-Meets NICE NG214 requirements, covers definition, eligibility, needs covered, referral routes, assessment, multi-agency roles, and consent in one place (NICE,2020).
-Reduces fragmentation; unlike Leeds and Staffordshire, families do not need to jump between unrelated sites to understand what happens next.
-Aligned with best practice; it matches DfE expectations for clear threshold communication and links between universal, targeted, and specialist support (DfE,2023).
-Family-centred design: Explicitly reassures families that support is voluntary, non-punitive, and works with existing strengths- a key factor in existing strengths- a key factor in improving engagement (McGovern et al., 2022).
Recommendations- 
Unify online information in one place:
-Include who it is for, what it covers, how to refer (self/professional), what happens next consent/ confidentiality, and links to all related support.
-Create a single, prominent what is early help and how do I get it? Page directly under children and families; avoid splitting across separate Local offer or partnership sites (NICE, 2020; DfE, 2023).
Simplify access and reduce barriers:
-Add a universal online self-referral form alongside phone/email options; ensure it works on mobile devices and does not require accounts or passwords.
-Provide easy-read, large-print and multilingual versions; use plain language, explain acronyms on first use, and avoid officialese (NHS England, 2024; McGovern et al., 2022).
Be transparent about process and expectations:
-Include real or anonymised examples showing how support works in practice to reduce stigma and build trust (YoungMind,2026).
-Clearly explain EHA, TAF, Lead Practitioner role, timescales, stepping up/down, and that families can withdraw consent at any time.
Strengthen multi-agency visibility:
-Name key partners (health, school, police, VCSE) and show how they work together locally; link directly to SEND Local Offer, housing advice, mental health and financial support (Morris & Wilson, 2023; Ofsted et al., 2023).
Authority- Specific Recommendation:
-Staffordshire: 
Consolidate scattered pages; add step-by-step process maps and online referral; highlight that early help is not child protection.
Staffordshire Early Help Strategy (2022-2025).
Right help.
right place

 



right time


Leeds:
-Bring all early help content onto one main council site; standardise terminology; add a single online referral route; make threshold information easier to find.
Supporting families- whole family working: Informing future system reform annual report of the supporting families programme (2024-2025).
Norfolk:
Add multilingual and accessible formats; highlight local hub contact; include family testimonials to further boost engagement.
-The multi-agency response to children who are victims of domestic abuse (21 January 2026).
Conclusions:
-Norfolk County Council currently provides the most effective and accessible early help information, meeting most NICE and statutory requirements for clarity, completeness and statutory requirements for clarity, completeness and family-centred design.
-Staffordshire and Leeds offer strong local assets but risk “consigning families” through fragmentation, missing detail and limited digital access options.
-Across all three, gaps in accessibility formats and stigma-reducing content remain; these are not just technical issues but can widen inequalities and delay help until statutory intervention is needed.
-Consistent, clear, one-stop information is not only a legal duty under the Children Act 2004 s. 10 and Working Together (DfE, 2023) but also reduces demand on crisis services: evidence shows consistent early help can lower statutory intervention by up to 60% (DfE, 2022).
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