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1. Introduction
Safeguarding children is a fundamental responsibility shared by all professionals and organisations working with children, young people and families. Effective safeguarding extends beyond protecting children from immediate harm and involves promoting their welfare, ensuring their developmental needs are met and providing support at the earliest opportunity to prevent problems from escalating. The statutory guidance Working Together to Safeguard Children (2026) emphasises that safeguarding is achieved through collaborative multi-agency working, with local authorities, health services, police, education providers and voluntary organisations sharing responsibility for protecting children and promoting positive outcomes. This child-centred approach places the welfare, wishes and lived experiences of children at the heart of all decision-making while recognising the importance of supporting the wider family network (Department for Education, 2026).
Early Help forms a central component of effective safeguarding by identifying emerging concerns before they develop into significant risks. Rather than representing a single service, the Early Help System is a coordinated network of services, practitioners and community resources designed to strengthen family resilience, improve wellbeing and reduce the need for statutory intervention. The Early Help System Guide highlights the importance of whole-family working, integrated professional practice, effective information sharing and meaningful engagement with families to achieve sustainable improvements in children's outcomes (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities & Department for Education, 2022).
This report critically examines the role of Early Help within safeguarding practice, explores the importance of multi-agency collaboration in supporting vulnerable children and families, analyses the responsibilities of key professionals involved in safeguarding, and evaluates the challenges and opportunities associated with delivering effective family-centred services in contemporary health and social care practice. Current legislation, statutory guidance and academic literature are used throughout to support critical discussion and evidence-based recommendations.


2. Main body

The Early Help System
The Early Help System is a preventative approach that aims to identify and respond to the needs of children, young people and families before concerns escalate to the point where statutory intervention becomes necessary. Rather than representing a single service, Early Help is a coordinated network of services, professionals and community resources working collaboratively to improve family resilience and children's wellbeing. The Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and the Department for Education (2022) describe Early Help as a whole-system approach that brings together universal, targeted and specialist services to provide timely support that reduces the likelihood of children experiencing significant harm.
The Early Help System is founded upon the principle that all professionals working with children share responsibility for recognising emerging concerns. Universal services such as schools, health visitors, GPs, nurseries and family hubs often identify issues first and can coordinate support before problems become entrenched. This preventative philosophy aligns closely with the Children Act 1989 and the statutory guidance Working Together to Safeguard Children, which emphasises providing help as soon as difficulties emerge rather than waiting until statutory thresholds are reached (Department for Education, 2026).
According to the Early Help System Guide, an effective Early Help system consists of five interconnected components: family voice and experience, workforce, communities, leadership and data. Family voice is central because services should be designed around the experiences, strengths and aspirations of children and families. Rather than professionals making decisions on behalf of families, effective Early Help encourages co-production, ensuring that parents and young people actively participate in assessments, planning and decision-making. Likewise, practitioners are expected to adopt a strengths-based approach, recognising family assets rather than focusing solely on deficits.
The workforce element highlights that Early Help is everyone's responsibility. Professionals from education, health, social care, housing, police and voluntary organisations should share information appropriately and work collaboratively around a single family plan. Leadership is equally important because senior strategic partnerships are responsible for ensuring services are integrated, adequately resourced and continuously evaluated using outcome data. Finally, effective data sharing enables practitioners to identify vulnerable families earlier, coordinate interventions and monitor progress while complying with information governance legislation.
Family Hubs have become one of the principal delivery models for Early Help across England. They provide accessible community locations where families can receive parenting advice, infant feeding support, mental health services, SEND guidance, financial advice and safeguarding support through a single point of access. This integrated approach reduces fragmentation between services and improves families' ability to access support without navigating multiple agencies independently. Research suggests that coordinated early intervention improves child development, parental wellbeing and long-term educational outcomes while reducing demand on children's social care services (Axford et al., 2020).
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Figure 1. The Early Help System model (adapted from the Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities & Department for Education, 2022).

Multi-agency Working and the Importance of Interdisciplinary Practice
Multi-agency working refers to different organisations and professionals collaborating to safeguard children and improve outcomes for families through coordinated assessment, planning, information sharing and intervention. The statutory guidance Working Together to Safeguard Children identifies safeguarding as a shared responsibility requiring local authorities, Integrated Care Boards (ICBs), police services, education providers, voluntary organisations and other relevant agencies to work collectively to protect children and promote their welfare.
Children's needs are often complex and cannot be addressed effectively by one organisation alone. For example, a child experiencing neglect may simultaneously require healthcare, educational support, housing assistance, financial advice for parents and safeguarding intervention. Interdisciplinary working enables professionals with different expertise to develop a holistic understanding of family circumstances and produce coordinated support plans. This reduces duplication, improves communication and ensures children receive timely interventions.
The 2026 statutory guidance emphasises that effective multi-agency practice depends upon clear professional roles, shared accountability, effective leadership and timely information sharing. Practitioners are expected to adopt a child-centred approach, listen to children's views, work collaboratively with parents where appropriate and maintain professional curiosity when safeguarding concerns arise.
Interdisciplinary working provides several important benefits. First, it improves decision-making because professionals contribute different perspectives regarding children's developmental, educational, psychological and physical needs. Secondly, it allows risks to be identified earlier because agencies share information that may appear insignificant individually but becomes important when combined. Thirdly, collaborative working prevents families from repeatedly telling their story to multiple services, thereby improving engagement and trust. Finally, coordinated working makes better use of limited public resources by avoiding duplicated assessments and fragmented interventions.
Despite these benefits, multi-agency working continues to face significant challenges. Differences in organisational culture, professional language, thresholds for intervention and information-sharing practices can create delays. Resource pressures, workforce shortages and increasing demand across children's services further reduce opportunities for effective collaboration. Information governance requirements, although essential for protecting confidentiality, may also create uncertainty among practitioners regarding lawful information sharing. Consequently, continuous professional development, shared safeguarding training and strong local leadership remain essential for sustaining effective interdisciplinary practice.

Evaluation of Local Authority Early Help Websites
Staffordshire County Council
Staffordshire County Council provides one of the most comprehensive Family Hub websites among the three authorities. Families can access information relating to parenting programmes, SEND support, financial advice, safeguarding, Family Hub activities, volunteering opportunities and specialist Early Help services through clearly organised webpages. The council also provides a searchable directory of Family Hubs alongside information about Community Family Support Services and Family Practitioner Early Help Teams, making the website easy to navigate.
A significant strength is its emphasis on practical access to services through Staffordshire Connects, enabling families to identify appropriate support according to individual need. However, although information is comprehensive, some users may need to navigate multiple webpages before reaching referral pathways or eligibility criteria, which could discourage families experiencing crisis.

Birmingham City Council

Birmingham's Family Hub website adopts a clear "one-stop shop" model, organising support into categories including Best Start for Life, parenting, health visiting, SEND, youth services, mental health, housing and financial wellbeing. The website uses accessible language and presents services according to life stages, making navigation particularly user-friendly for parents unfamiliar with statutory services.
Its principal strength is accessibility and logical organisation. Families can quickly identify relevant services without extensive searching. Nevertheless, compared with Staffordshire, there is less detailed explanation regarding referral processes and multi-agency pathways, meaning some families may require additional contact with professionals before understanding how support is accessed.
Sandwell Council

Sandwell provides information through both its Family Hubs website and dedicated Early Help webpages. Families can search for local services, parenting courses, activities and support according to postcode, while professionals are provided with detailed guidance regarding Early Help Assessments (EHA), thresholds of need and information sharing.
The postcode search facility and emphasis on local community services represent considerable strengths because they improve accessibility for residents. However, information is divided between different websites, potentially creating confusion for families unfamiliar with safeguarding terminology or the distinction between professional and public information.

Comparative Analysis of the Three Local Authorities
Overall, all three local authorities successfully communicate the principles of Early Help by promoting early intervention, Family Hubs and partnership working. Each website reflects national policy by encouraging families to seek support before concerns escalate and by offering services that integrate health, education and community support.
Staffordshire provides the most detailed explanation of Early Help services and professional pathways, making it particularly useful for both practitioners and families. Birmingham demonstrates the strongest accessibility through straightforward language and well-structured categories that support parents' navigation. Sandwell offers excellent local search functionality and detailed professional guidance but could improve public accessibility by simplifying navigation between council webpages.
Across all three authorities, further improvements could include multilingual resources, enhanced accessibility for individuals with disabilities, additional video content explaining referral processes and clearer visual representations of the Early Help pathway. Such developments would further strengthen family engagement and align with national expectations that Early Help services should be accessible, family-centred and easy to navigate.



3.Conclusion
This report has demonstrated that the Early Help System plays a fundamental role in safeguarding children and supporting families through early intervention, partnership working and coordinated service delivery. Rather than functioning as a single service, Early Help represents a collaborative system involving education, health, social care, police, voluntary organisations and community services working together to identify emerging concerns before they escalate into more serious safeguarding issues. The report also highlighted that effective multi-agency and interdisciplinary working is essential for ensuring that children receive timely, holistic and child-centred support. Through information sharing, joint assessments and coordinated planning, professionals are better able to address the complex and interconnected needs of children and their families, as advocated within Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2026) and the Early Help System Guide (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities & Department for Education, 2022).
The comparative analysis demonstrated that Staffordshire County Council, Birmingham City Council and Sandwell Council all provide valuable information regarding Early Help, Family Hubs and safeguarding services. Each authority reflects national policy by promoting early intervention and encouraging families to access support before difficulties become more severe. However, differences exist in the way information is presented and accessed. Birmingham City Council offers a highly accessible and user-friendly website that enables families to navigate services quickly, while Sandwell provides strong community-based information and practical postcode search functions that connect families with local support. Staffordshire County Council, however, offers the most comprehensive and detailed presentation of Early Help services, clearly outlining referral pathways, Family Hub provision, safeguarding responsibilities and the range of professional support available. This level of detail supports both families seeking assistance and practitioners making referrals, promoting greater understanding of the Early Help process.
Overall, Staffordshire County Council provides the most effective communication of Early Help services. Its website combines comprehensive information, clear explanations of available support, detailed referral guidance and strong links to Family Hubs and community resources, making it easier for families and professionals to understand how support can be accessed. Although Birmingham excels in accessibility and Sandwell demonstrates strong local engagement, Staffordshire's balance of clarity, depth and practical guidance most closely reflects the principles of integrated, family-centred and preventative practice promoted within current statutory guidance. Consequently, Staffordshire provides the strongest example of how local authorities can effectively communicate Early Help services while supporting improved safeguarding outcomes for children and families.





4. Recommendations
Based on the findings of this report, several recommendations can be made to strengthen the delivery and communication of Early Help services across local authorities. Firstly, all three local authorities should continue to invest in integrated multi-agency working by strengthening communication and information-sharing arrangements between education, health, social care, police and voluntary sector organisations. Effective partnership working enables practitioners to identify concerns earlier, coordinate interventions and provide holistic support that meets the needs of the whole family. The Working Together to Safeguard Children statutory guidance highlights that successful safeguarding depends on agencies working collaboratively, sharing information appropriately and maintaining a child-centred approach throughout decision-making (Department for Education, 2026).
Secondly, local authorities should further improve the accessibility of Early Help information available on their websites. Although Staffordshire, Birmingham and Sandwell all provide valuable online resources, websites should include more visual resources such as pathway diagrams, short explanatory videos and interactive referral guidance to help families understand how to access support. Providing information in multiple languages, easy-read formats and accessible digital formats would also ensure that families from diverse backgrounds and those with additional communication needs can access services more effectively. This recommendation reflects the principles of inclusion, family engagement and accessibility promoted within the Early Help System Guide (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities & Department for Education, 2022).
A further recommendation is that local authorities should increase opportunities for families to influence the design and evaluation of Early Help services. Regular feedback from children, parents and carers should inform service improvements, ensuring that provision reflects the needs and experiences of local communities. This aligns with the Early Help System's emphasis on co-production, family voice and strengths-based practice, where families are viewed as active partners rather than passive recipients of support.
Finally, greater investment should be made in workforce development through regular multi-agency safeguarding training, shared professional learning and continuous quality assurance. Developing practitioners' knowledge of safeguarding legislation, cultural competence, trauma-informed practice and information-sharing responsibilities would strengthen interdisciplinary working and improve the consistency of Early Help provision across services. By implementing these recommendations, local authorities will be better positioned to deliver accessible, integrated and preventative support that improves outcomes for children and families while reducing the need for statutory intervention.
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