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1. Introduction 
The Early Help System is a coordinated, multi-agency network of support designed to provide timely, voluntary assistance to children, young people, and their families as soon as challenges or difficulties emerge, before issues escalate into serious harm or require formal statutory child protection intervention. It encompasses universal services available to all families (such as schools, health services, and community support) alongside targeted early help for those needing extra assistance, delivered collaboratively across local authorities, health providers, education, the police, and voluntary organisations. Its core purpose is to strengthen family resilience, improve wellbeing, prevent crisis, and reduce the need for intrusive statutory social care or legal intervention. Within the strategic safeguarding system, Early Help acts as the critical preventative foundation. Safeguarding is the overarching statutory duty to protect children from abuse, neglect, or impairment to their health and development, rooted in the Children Act 1989 and Children Act 2004, and guided by national statutory guidance such as Working Together to Safeguard Children. Early Help sits at the start of the continuum of support: it resolves difficulties early, builds protective factors and reduces the number of cases that progress to specialist children’s social care or formal child protection plans. It operates under the legal duty for agencies to cooperate to promote children’s wellbeing; where early support is insufficient or risks rise to the threshold of significant harm, there are clear, structured processes to escalate concerns into formal safeguarding or social care responses — creating a joined-up system that balances proactive prevention with robust protection when needed.
1.1 Leicester City Council
Leicester City Council delivers a full range of children’s services, education, social care, and family support across its diverse urban community. Its website clearly features a dedicated section for children, young people, and families, explicitly highlighting early help alongside parenting support, childcare and children’s social care. It presents early help as accessible support available when problems first appear, covering areas such as parenting guidance, mental health support, school attendance and housing advice, and references how support is coordinated for families.
1.2 Norfolk County Council
Norfolk County Council serves a large, geographically dispersed county including rural communities, market towns, and urban areas. Under its children and families service area, the council outlines family support, childcare, early learning, and safeguarding resources. Information is organised to help families and professionals locate local support, safety advice, and targeted provision such as the SEND Local Offer, reflecting the need to make services accessible across a wide area.
1.3 Staffordshire County Council
Staffordshire County Council delivers children’s services, education, and family support across a mixed landscape of rural villages and industrial towns. Its official website provides access to children’s services, community support and wellbeing resources, organised to connect families with help, advice and multi-agency support aligned with national safeguarding and early intervention principles.
1.4 Report Overwide
This report examines the Early Help System and its critical role within safeguarding; alongside how local authorities communicate these key services. Following this introduction — which defines Early Help, explains its link to safeguarding, and introduces Leicester City, Norfolk County and Staffordshire County Councils — the main body will detail the system’s principles, core components, and continuum of support. It will then analyse multi-agency working, covering its legal basis and importance for holistic family support. Next, an evaluation and comparison of the three councils’ published information will assess clarity, accessibility and comprehensiveness, highlighting strengths, weaknesses, and differences. The report will conclude with key findings, identify the most effective provider, and set out recommendations to improve communication, access, and alignment with national standards.
2. Main body
The Early Help System is a coordinated network of universal, community and targeted support, designed to strengthen family resilience and intervene early to stop difficulties worsening, avoiding the need for costly statutory intervention. It is delivered through integrated models such as Family Hubs, built on the core principle of family voice: families know how to access help, have a named Lead Practitioner, share their story once and are supported by a unified Team Around the Family working to one shared plan.
Whole-family working is everyone’s responsibility, with a skilled, aligned workforce, strong partnerships with community and voluntary groups, and empowered local communities. Success is driven by strategic multi-agency leadership and safe, shared data used to plan, monitor, and improve outcomes. Its central aim is to build sustainable family strength and wellbeing, ensuring families can thrive independently.
Multi-agency working is the statutory, collaborative framework where all relevant organisations – including local authorities, health services, police, education, and voluntary groups – work together under shared safeguarding duties to promote children’s wellbeing. Interdisciplinary working is the integrated practice within this framework: professionals with different skills and expertise work as one team, combining knowledge and joint decision-making rather than operating in isolation.
This partnership is vital to build a complete, holistic understanding of complex family needs, enabling early intervention to prevent crisis or harm. It removes duplication of effort and conflicting advice, reducing stress for families and ensuring consistent, child-centred support. It strengthens safety through shared oversight, meets legal obligations, and delivers better long-term outcomes for children, creating a unified safety net that prioritises their welfare primarily.
2.1 Leicester City Council
Website: https://www.leicester.gov.uk
Strengths
· Accessible, family-friendly layout: The site has a resolute children, young people and family’s section that is easy to locate, with plain, straightforward language that avoids complex jargon – supporting families with varying literacy levels or English as an additional language.
· Clear core service signposting: Key areas of support – parenting advice, mental health support, housing help, childcare and children’s social care – are clearly listed with up-to-date contact details, phone numbers, and service descriptions, so families quickly know what help exists.
· Inclusive focus: Content acknowledges diverse family circumstances and frames support as available to all, normalising asking for help before problems grow.
Weaknesses
· Limited use of national terminology: The specific term "Early Help" is less prominent or sometimes replaced with general phrases like "family support". This can confuse families or professionals familiar with national guidance, making targeted early support harder to find quickly.
· Lack of detailed operational explanation: There is limited information explaining the Lead Practitioner role, how Team Around the Family multi-agency meetings work, or how different services coordinate together to deliver a single-family plan – missing key details about how the system functions in practice.
· Service depth varies: Some specific early help programmes or targeted support for issues like domestic abuse, parental conflict or young carers are mentioned briefly but lack detailed descriptions or dedicated pages.

2.2 Norfolk County Council
Website: https://www.norfolk.gov.uk
Strengths
· Comprehensive, detailed guidance: Offers extensive information covering early help pathways, assessment processes, family support, and safeguarding – with dedicated sections useful for both families and professional practitioners.
· Strong local service mapping: Excellent focus on location-specific support – critical for Norfolk’s large rural county. Families can find services, Family Hubs, and community provision close to their home, addressing the challenge of dispersed rural populations.
· Clear process explanation: Describes the Early Help Assessment process, how families contribute to their own support plans, and how universal, targeted and specialist services link together – aligning closely with multi-agency working principles.
Weaknesses
· Complex navigation: Information is often buried within multiple sub-categories or lengthy pages. Families facing stress or urgent need may struggle to find key information quickly, as menus are dense and not always prioritised by urgency.
· Limited digital referral options: Many support requests still require families to phone, email or visit an office directly, rather than completing simple, secure online forms – creating barriers for those with limited mobility, caring responsibilities, or poor digital confidence/access.
· Inconsistent terminology: Occasionally alternates between "early help", "family support" and "targeted help" without clear cross-referencing, slowing down users searching using official terms.
2.3 Staffordshire County Council
Website: https://www.staffordshire.gov.uk
Strengths
· Highly intuitive, user-centred design: Clean, well-structured layout with prominent, clearly labelled quick links to "Help and Support for Families" and early intervention – putting vital information at the forefront.
· Direct alignment with national guidance: Explicitly uses the term Early Help, clearly defining it as support available early to prevent problems getting worse. It directly references core principles: voluntary support, whole-family working and coordinated multi-agency help – matching national standards perfectly.
· Concise, accessible information: Describes who can access support, the types of help offered and simple, direct contact routes in short, easy-to-read sections – ideal for parents or carers feeling overwhelmed or anxious.
· Transparent access pathways: Clearly states how families, schools or professionals can request support, removing uncertainty about the first step to getting help.
Weaknesses
· Limited professional-focused resources: While excellent for families, detailed guidance for practitioners – such as multi-agency protocols, referral criteria, or training information – is less developed compared to Norfolk’s comprehensive professional sections.
· Fewer links to community/voluntary services: Statutory services are well-covered, but there are fewer direct links to independent charities, community groups or local community support that are essential to holistic, sustainable early help.
· Brief service descriptions: Some individual support programmes are listed but lack deeper explanation of what they involve, how long support lasts or expected outcomes.


Comparative Analysis: Key Strengths and Weaknesses Summary
	Aspect
	Leicester City Council
	Norfolk County Council
	Staffordshire County Council

	Clarity of Early Help concept
	Understandable but inconsistent national terminology
	Detailed but sometimes hard to locate
	Clear, consistent, and explicitly aligned with national guidance

	Ease of navigation
	Simple and family-focused
	Complex, multi-layered menus
	Intuitive, prominent links and quick access

	Completeness of information
	Good core overview, lacks operational detail
	Most comprehensive, detailed for families and professionals
	Concise, easy to digest but less deep

	Accessibility & referral
	Good contact details, clear pathways
	Relies heavily on phone/email contact
	Simple, direct access information and clear next steps

	Local relevance
	Good urban community focus
	Excellent rural/local service mapping
	Good general overview, less specific local breakdown

	Multi-agency explanation
	Limited detail on how services work together
	Strong explanation of partnership working
	Clear principle but limited operational detail

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	



3. Conclusion
This report has explored the vital role of the Early Help System as the preventative foundation of the national safeguarding framework. It is defined as a coordinated network of universal, community and targeted support, built on core principles of family voice, whole-family working, a named Lead Practitioner and integrated delivery – designed to build resilience and intervene early to prevent difficulties escalating into crisis or statutory intervention.
The report also highlighted that multi-agency, and interdisciplinary working is not just best practice but a statutory requirement under the Children Act 2004. It requires health, education, social care, police, and voluntary services to collaborate as equal partners, combining different skills and expertise to understand complex family needs fully, reduce duplication, avoid conflicting advice and deliver consistent, child-centred support that achieves better long-term outcomes for children.
Finally, the report evaluated and compared how Leicester City Council, Norfolk County Council and Staffordshire County Council communicate these essential services on their public websites, assessing clarity, accessibility, alignment with national standards and ease of access for families.
4. Recommendations 
To strengthen the Early Help System overall, nationally we recommend consistent use of official terminology, accessible digital and offline referral pathways, greater transparency about multi-agency working, and centring family feedback to shape inclusive services. Individually, Leicester should adopt clear "Early Help" branding and explain coordinated support processes more fully; Norfolk needs simpler website navigation, digital referral options, and unified language; and Staffordshire should expand professional resources and links to community and voluntary support. Regular usability testing and sharing successful practices across all three councils will further ensure information is clear, accessible, and effective in helping families get timely support before difficulties escalate.
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