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INTRODUCTION	 
The Early Help System and how it interrelates to the strategic safeguarding system 
The Early Help System is part of safeguarding and is used to support children and families as soon as issues start to arise. Its main aim is to prevent problems from becoming more serious later on. This support may involve schools, health workers, social services, and other local organisations working together to assist a family early on. 
Government guidance describes early help as support that improves family resilience and outcomes and reduces the risk that needs will worsen. It is not just one service, it is a whole local system made up of schools, health services, youth services, social care and voluntary organisations working together (Department for Education).
The strategic safeguarding system is the wider structure that organises and oversees safeguarding in an area. It involves leaders from different agencies, such as the local authority, police, health services, and education, who work together to ensure children and families are properly protected and supported. This system sets priorities, checks whether services are working well, and ensures agencies take responsibility for safeguarding (GOV.UK).
The three chosen councils:
1. Southwark council
2. Tower Hamlets Council
3. Norfolk County Council 
Southwark council
Southwark council defines early help as support that helps children and families stay healthy, safe, and able to reach their full potential, while also preventing issues from worsening and requiring more intensive intervention. Its guidance distinguishes between universal early help, accessible to all families through services such as schools, healthcare, and children's centres, and additional early help, offered to families who need more targeted support. This structured approach is important because it demonstrates that Southwark's early help system is organised along a continuum of need and is directly connected to the broader safeguarding framework. 
The main focus of the Southwark model is the family early help service. Southwark explains that family early help is designed for families needing more support than universal early help offers, aiming to prevent problems from escalating and requiring social services intervention. This means family early help acts as a link between universal services and statutory safeguarding provisions. In practice, this is crucial because it allows families with developing but complex needs to receive support from coordinators without immediately advancing to the child protection process.
A notable strength of Southwark’s system is that family early help seems intentionally specialised rather than generic. The council highlights several services within family early help, including a parental service, a school and education inclusion service, and a children’s physical and mental wellbeing service. This indicates that Southwark has designed early help to address specific areas of difficulty that often impact safeguarding outcomes. 
Southwark also emphasises the importance of planning and coordinated multi-agency work. Its guidance explains that when more than one service is involved, practitioners may collaborate with the family to develop an early help plan and organise meetings so that agencies can share information and agree on the next steps. Families can access additional early help through a professional already supporting them, and the council also offers a duty route for advice and referral. This shows that Southwark’s model strongly depends on coordinated intervention rather than isolated service responses and aims to make referral pathways clear for both professionals and families. 
The council’s family model, also known as a whole-family framework, is utilised by family early help practitioners, who describe it as based on evidence on interventions for children at risk of entering care due to neglect or relationship breakdown. This demonstrates that Southwark's early help approach is grounded not only in service organisation but also in a practice model that considers the interactions among children, parents, relationships, and broader household environments. Such a framework enhances safeguarding by recognising that improving outcomes for children often requires changes across the entire family system. 
Overall, the Southwark Early Help System can be described as a tired, targeted, and specialist model. It combines universal support with a more intensive family early help service. 
Tower Hamlet
 Tower Hamlet council defines early help as support provided as soon as problems start to emerge, to prevent difficulties from becoming more serious. Its public guidance makes clear that early help forms part of a continuum of interventions, where needs can be met through early support services that should respond quickly. Still, where a child is suffering or likely to suffer significant harm, concern must be referred to the multi-agency safeguarding hub or statutory children’s social care. This demonstrates that in Tower Hamlet, early help is closely connected to safeguarding because it operates an early intervention layer beneath former child protection thresholds (England, 2026) 
A central element of the Tower Hamlets model is the early help assessment (EHA). The council states that the assessment is used to identify children and young people at risk of poor outcomes, reduce duplication across services, improve inter-agency involvement, and create an individual support plan through whole-family assessments. This supports the academic argument because it shows that the Tower Hamlets system is strongly assessment-led. 
Early help is not simply informal support; it is a structured process that aims to coordinate agencies around a shared understanding of need. The use of the assessment framework also supports consistency, information sharing, and carer planning.
Tower Hamlets delivers early help through its Best Start Family Help approach. This council explains that family help is intended to join up services and improve access, strengthen the relationship between family and professionals, and place the relationship at the centre of the support. Alongside this, the MAST Early Help service acts as an accessible point for advice, support and referral. 
These arrangements suggest that Tower Hamlet has developed a hub-based model in which support is organised around a local access point rather than only through formal social care channels. This can improve accessibility for families who may need help with parenting, well-being, housing and finances before difficulties arise. 
Overall, Tower Hamlets' early help system can be described as a structure-led, hub-based model. Its strongest features are the EHP process, integrated family hub delivery, clear pathways between early interventions and statutory safeguarding and its explicit focus on responding to a wider range of family risk factors before they escalate. 
Southwark council 
Southwark council describes early help as support that enables children and families to remain healthy, safe, and able to achieve their full potential, while preventing problems from getting worse and requiring more intensive intervention. The main targeted element of the Southwark model is the family early help (FEH) service. Southwark states that FEH is intended for families who need more support than universal early help can provide, with the aim of stopping problems from worsening and requiring intervention from social services. This means that family early help acts as a bridge between universal provision and statutory safeguarding services. In practice, this is important because it enables families with emerging but complex needs to receive coordinated support without immediately moving into the formal child protection process. 
The Southwark system appears to be internally specialised rather than generic for family early help. The council identifies several service strands within family early help, including a parenting service, a school and education inclusion service, and a children’s mental and physical wellbeing service. This suggests that Southwark has designed early help to respond to specific domains that commonly affect safeguarding outcomes. For example, problems with parenting capacity, school attendance, exclusion risk, emotional well-being, and physical health are all recognised as areas that may require targeted intervention before risks escalate.
Southwark also places strong emphasis on planning and coordinated multi-agency work. Its guidance explains that when more than one service is involved, practitioners may work with the family to create an early help plan rather than an arranged meeting, so agencies can share information and agree on next steps. 
Main body
The Early Help system is not one single service. It is a network of services, processes and professionals that work together to support children and young people at their earliest opportunities, before problems become more serious. 
The Early Help System Guide states that early help aims to enhance family resilience and outcomes or prevent problems from worsening. This primarily involves prevention and early intervention, ensuring families receive support before reaching a crisis point. 
The guide demonstrates that an effective early help system depends on several components working together, including family voice and experience, workforce, communities, leaders, and data. This shows that families should be listened to, professionals should collaborate effectively, communities should be involved in support, leaders should provide clear guidance, and information should be shared safely so that needs can be recognised early. 
The guide also states that early help is everyone's responsibility, not just social workers', meaning schools, health services, police, and voluntary organisations all have a role. 
Another important aspect of the early help system is its whole-family approach. Instead of focusing on just one child or problem, the service looks at the needs of the entire family. For example, a child's poor attendance at school might be connected to housing issues, mental health concerns, domestic abuse, or financial stress at home. By considering the complete situation, professionals can provide more effective support. The guide also highlights the role of 
lead practitioners, ensuring families know who is supporting them and avoiding them having to repeat their stories to multiple professionals. 
Explain what multi-agency working is and the importance of inter-disciplinary working:
Multi-agency working can be understood as a collaborative practice model. It is based on communication, joint decision-making, information sharing, and shared accountability. Rather than each service working separately, agencies combine their knowledge and plan together in the best interest of a child. 
This approach is especially useful for safeguarding, as harm is often complex and cannot be understood by a single service alone. Working together to safeguard children describes safeguarding as a shared responsibility across agencies, and NSPCC explains that multi-agency working helps practitioners gain a complete view of a child’s situation. 
Interdisciplinary working 
Interdisciplinary working is closely related, but it specifically involves professionals from different disciplines or specialisms collaborating. Examples include a social worker, a teacher, a nurse, a psychologist, and a police officer working together.
NHS England describes multidisciplinary working as combining specialist knowledge to plan timely, personalised support for children and young people. The importance of multidisciplinary working is that it enhances the quality of assessment and decision-making. Each discipline focuses on different aspects of a child's life; for example, a doctor may identify health concerns, and a social worker may understand family pressures. When these views are combined, professionals can develop a more accurate picture of need, risk, and appropriate intervention.
Overall, multi-agency working involves collaboration between different services, while interdisciplinary working focuses on the cooperation of various professionals' specialisms. Both are essential because they strengthen safeguarding practices, enhance communication support, promote early intervention, and keep children and families at the centre of decision-making. 
Working together to safeguard children 2023
This guidance is for professionals and explains how different services should work together to protect children and support their welfare. It is important in schools, health services, social services, and the police. The main idea in the guidance is that safeguarding is everyone’s responsibility. No single professional can keep a child safe alone. Agencies must communicate, share consents and act together when a child may be at risk.
This guidance is also child-centred, meaning the child's needs, feelings, and lived experiences must take priority. Professionals should listen to children and consider carefully what life is like for them. 
Another important point is early help; these supports should be given as soon as problems appear, not only when harm becomes serious. Early action can improve outcomes for children and families. 
The document also supports a whole-family approach, meaning that professionals should understand the child within the family context. Issues such as domestic abuse, mental health problems, substance misuse or poverty can affect a child’s safety and development.
The Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 guidance (published in March 2026) focuses on how different services can work more effectively together to support children and families. It introduces 'Family Help,' which combines early help and more intensive support into a single system, making it easier for families to access assistance. The process for accessing universal services and community-based support, such as early help, is also explained. It emphasises helping people sooner and more consistently, sharing information appropriately between services, and paying closer attention to issues like discrimination and hidden harm that may not be immediately obvious. 
This guidance also applies to all organisations and agencies involved with children, as well as to all education providers and childcare settings. It continues to emphasise the crucial role that education settings play in safeguarding children and promoting their welfare, alongside the vital importance of children having access to suitable, full-time education. 
How the 3 local authorities communicate analyse thei 




image1.png
Prifysgol Cymru
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

University of Wales
Trinity Saint David




