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Introduction 

Early Help is an important way to help weak children and families in the UK. It lets people 
get help before problems get so bad that they need government assistance (Department 
for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022; NSPCC Learning, 2023). Early Help is a 
coordinated system of universal services, community support, and personalised 
interventions designed to identify and resolve emerging difficulties, avoiding the need for 
forced participation in child protection services (Department for Levelling Up, Housing, 
and Communities, 2022). Research consistently shows that effective early intervention 
saves children from harm, improves long-term academic and health outcomes, and lowers 
the need for acute statutory services (NSPCC Learning, 2023; Institute for Fiscal Studies, 
2025).  

The purpose of this article is to critically analyse and analyse how three local governments—
Staffordshire, Nottinghamshire, and Southwark—signpost Early Help programs and family support 
information through their internet platforms. As families rely more on digital resources to seek 
support when they need it, the quality of website signposting becomes crucial to ensuring that 
vulnerable families receive timely assistance (GOV.UK, 2024). This analysis will assess the 
accessibility, clarity, comprehensiveness, and user experience of each authority's website, with the 
purpose of making evidence-based recommendations for improvement. The paper is structured to 
initially delineate the Early Help system and the principles of multi-agency collaboration, succeeded 
by a comprehensive evaluation of each website, a comparative analysis highlighting strengths and 
weaknesses, and concluding with pragmatic recommendations for enhanced online signposting 
(Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022; HM Government, 2023). 

The Early Help System 

The UK Department for Levelling Up, Housing, and Communities defines "early help" as a "system 

of support for families" that includes universal services, community-based support networks, and 

acute or tailored interventions for families dealing with specific issues. The Early Help System 

Guide describes it as a comprehensive, partnership-driven system for detecting needs early and 

offering coordinated interventions to improve family resilience (Department for Levelling Up, 

Housing, and Communities, 2022). Early Help works on a continuum, with universal services like 

schools, health visitors, and children's centres serving as the basis, while more intensive 

specialised care addresses complicated family needs before they reach crisis levels (Department 

for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022; Staffordshire Safeguarding Children 

Partnership, 2022).  

Early Help's primary goals include assisting families in developing resilience and resolving 

emerging difficulties, preventing escalation to statutory child protection processes or child social 

care intervention, providing evidence-based and coordinated support across multiple agencies, 



and leveraging existing family strengths to empower self-management (Department for Levelling 

Up, Housing and Communities, 2022; NSPCC Learning, 2023). Early Help focusses on keeping 

children safe and addressing their developmental needs through proactive, preventative care 

rather than reactive crisis response (HM Government, 2023).  

Within the larger safeguarding environment, Early Help is closely aligned with the statutory 

guidance outlined in "Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023," which promotes early 

detection of need, integrated multi-agency support, and child-centered approaches (HM 

Government, 2023; NSPCC Learning, 2023). The most effective Early Help systems demonstrate 

strong leadership across partnerships, clear referral pathways that professionals and families can 

understand, ongoing evaluation based on local need, and robust governance frameworks that 

provide quality assurance (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). 

Evidence from large-scale programs such as Sure Start suggests that early intervention leads to 

sustained increases in educational achievement, fewer hospitalisations, and better mental health 

outcomes, with impacts that persist into adolescence and beyond (Institute for Fiscal Studies, 

2025). Early Help thus reflects both a moral obligation to help struggling families and a wise 

investment in reducing future demand for costly statutory services (Institute for Fiscal Studies, 

2025). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Multi-Agency Working in Early Help 

Multi-agency working is the coordinated collaboration of several professionals and agencies—

including social workers, schools, health services, police, housing, voluntary sector organisations, 

and community groups—to serve children, youth, and families. The statutory guidance "Working 

Together to Safeguard Children 2023" emphasises that effective safeguarding necessitates 

collaboration throughout the system, with shared responsibility for identifying needs, providing 

support, and protecting children from harm (HM Government, 2023; NSPCC Learning, 2023).  

The importance of multi-agency collaboration within the Early Help system is significant and 

diverse. First, it brings together professionals from diverse fields to share their knowledge and 

resources. This makes it possible to create comprehensive, personalised interventions that meet 

all of a family's requirements instead of just one issue (HM Government, 2023). Second, it 

promotes timely detection and response to emergent needs through information sharing and 

integrated assessment processes, lowering the danger of families "falling through the gaps" 

between services (British Association of Social Workers, 2014). Third, multi-agency approaches 



promote a "whole family" perspective by maintaining consistency across all services provided to 

a family and avoiding duplication or contradictory advice (British Association of Social Workers, 

2014).  

Different specialists bring unique but complementary knowledge to Early Help support. Social 

workers assess risk and coordinate complex cases; schools monitor attendance, behaviour, and 

educational progress; health professionals, including GPs, health visitors, and school nurses, 

identify physical and mental health needs; housing officers address housing issues affecting family 

stability; and voluntary sector organisations provide specialist support for specific needs such as 

domestic abuse, substance misuse, or debt advice (British Association of S Research shows that 

multi-agency safeguarding arrangements, particularly through structures like Multi-Agency 

Safeguarding Hubs (MASH), significantly improve information sharing, reduce referral processing 

times, and improve the appropriateness of services provided to children (British Association of 

Social Workers, 2014).  

The Early Help Assessment, a holistic assessment tool completed by lead professionals to identify 

family strengths and needs, and Team Around the Family meetings, which bring together all 

professionals involved with a family to develop coordinated action plans, are two key mechanisms 

facilitating multi-agency collaboration. The Early Help system is fundamentally based on strong 

leadership, clear governance structures, and a commitment to cross-organisational collaboration, 

as emphasised in both statutory guidance and local Early Help strategies (HM Government, 2023; 

Staffordshire Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2022; British Association of Social Workers, 

2014). 

 

 

 

 

Multi-agency working refers to the coordinated collaboration of different professionals and 

agencies—including social workers, schools, health services, police, housing, voluntary sector 

organisations, and community groups—working together to support children, young people, and 

families. The statutory guidance "Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023" explicitly 

emphasises that effective safeguarding requires joint working across the entire system, with 

shared responsibility for identifying needs, providing support, and protecting children from harm 

(HM Government, 2023; NSPCC Learning, 2023). 

The significance of multi-agency working within the Early Help system is substantial and 

multifaceted. Firstly, it enables the pooling of expertise and resources from different professional 

backgrounds, allowing for comprehensive, tailored interventions that address the full range of 

family needs rather than isolated problems (HM Government, 2023). Secondly, it facilitates prompt 

identification and response to emerging needs through information sharing and coordinated 

assessment processes, reducing the risk of families "falling through the gaps" between services 



(British Association of Social Workers, 2014). Thirdly, multi-agency approaches support a "whole 

family" perspective, ensuring consistency across the various services engaged with a family and 

preventing duplication or contradictory advice (British Association of Social Workers, 2014). 

Different professionals contribute distinct but complementary expertise to Early Help support. 

Social workers assess risk and coordinate complex cases; schools monitor attendance, behaviour, 

and educational progress; health professionals, including GPs, health visitors, and school nurses, 

identify physical and mental health needs; housing officers address accommodation issues 

affecting family stability; and voluntary sector organisations provide specialist support for specific 

needs such as domestic abuse, substance misuse, or debt advice (British Association of Social 

Workers, 2014; Staffordshire Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2025). Research evidence 

demonstrates that multi-agency safeguarding arrangements, particularly through structures such 

as Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hubs (MASH), significantly improve information sharing, reduce 

referral processing times, and enhance the appropriateness of services provided to children 

(British Association of Social Workers, 2014). 

Key mechanisms facilitating multi-agency collaboration include the Early Help Assessment—a 

holistic assessment tool completed by lead professionals to identify family strengths and needs—

and Team Around the Family meetings, which bring together all professionals involved with a 

family to develop coordinated action plans (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2020; 

Nottinghamshire County Council, 2025). The Early Help system relies fundamentally on strong 

leadership, clear governance structures, and commitment to partnership working across 

organisational boundaries, as emphasised in both statutory guidance and local Early Help 

strategies (HM Government, 2023; Staffordshire Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2022; British 

Association of Social Workers, 2014). 

 

Evaluation of Three Local Authority Websites 

Staffordshire County Council 

Nottinghamshire County Council 

Southwark Council 

Presentation: Staffordshire provides Early Help resources across multiple pages within the "Care 

for Children and Families" section of their website. The website includes information about Early 

Help teams, family support programmes, and the Bump to Toddlers pathway (Staffordshire 

County Council, 2025a). The information is text-based, with clear headings and structured 

content; nevertheless, visuals are limited. The Staffordshire Safeguarding Children Partnership 

(SSCP) offers additional professional guidance, such as the Early Help Strategy 2022-2027 and 

the Early Help Assessment guidelines (Staffordshire Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2022 and 

2025).  



Accessibility and Navigation: Users must go through menu areas, with Early Help content 

dispersed across numerous pages rather than being consolidated in a single location 

(Staffordshire County Council, 2025a). The Staffordshire Children's Advice Service phone 

number (0300 111 8007) is prominently displayed for referral requests (Staffordshire County 

Council, 2025b). The dual-platform strategy, with family-oriented content on the main council site 

and professional guidance on the SSCP site, may cause uncertainty about where to acquire 

specific information (Staffordshire County Council, 2025a; Staffordshire Safeguarding Children 

Partnership, 2022).  

Staffordshire offers comprehensive information detailing the functioning of Early Help teams with 

children, young people, and families across diverse geographic regions, emphasising level 3 

(focused) non-social work requirements (Staffordshire County Council, 2025b). The website 

describes how Early Help teams would work directly with families, coordinate multi-agency 

support, and conduct assessments (Staffordshire Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2025). 

Professionals can download both the Early Help Assessment form and detailed practice 

instructions. The Early Help Strategy document clearly articulates the partnership's objective, 

emphasising "Early Help is everyone's responsibility" and relies on collaborative efforts 

(Staffordshire Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2022).  

Clear contact information and referral pathways are strengths, as are comprehensive professional 

advice manuals with detailed assessment templates and practice guidelines, as well as a strong 

articulation of the multi-agency ideology that underpins Early Help (Staffordshire Safeguarding 

Children Partnership, 2022; Staffordshire Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2025). The plan 

document includes graphic representations of the Early Help system structure at the universal, 

community, and acute/targeted levels (Staffordshire Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2022).  

 

Weaknesses: There is limited visual engagement on family-facing pages, and the content is 

primarily text-based, which may not appeal to low-literacy families or those experiencing stress. 

The navigation is somewhat disjointed over numerous sites and platforms, forcing families to 

search through various sections to find all of the information (Staffordshire County Council, 2025a). 

Multilingual support is not immediately obvious, which may present challenges for families whose 

first language is not English. The website might benefit from additional accessibility features in 

order to meet the WCAG 2.2 AA criteria for public sector websites (GOV.UK, 2024; Society of 

Local Council Clerks, 2021). 

Comparative Analysis 

When comparing the three websites, several key similarities emerge about their effectiveness in 

guiding consumers to Early Help programmes.  



Clarity and Contact Accessibility: All three authorities provide clear contact information, such as 

phone numbers and email addresses for Early Help support (Staffordshire County Council, 2025b; 

Nottinghamshire County Council, 2025; Southwark Council, 2024). Nottinghamshire's centralised 

Early Help Unit idea gives a particularly clear single point of contact, whilst Southwark's organised 

telephone menu system swiftly leads calls to professional advice (Nottinghamshire County Council, 

2025; Southwark Council, 2024). Staffordshire provides contact information, but it is less visible 

on family-orientated pages. To help families with various literacy levels and those experiencing 

stress, all three may improve clarity through enhanced visual design, plain English explanations, 

and less professional language (GOV.UK, 2024; Society of Local Council Clerks, 2021).  

Southwark has the most comprehensive and integrated policy, clearly integrating Early Help to 

education inclusion, parenting support, and mental health treatment through embedded CAMHS 

service (Southwark Council, 2024; South London and Maudsley NHS Foundation Trust, 2025). 

Nottinghamshire County Council provides extensive explanations of its services, ranging from 

universal to targeted, as well as clear escalation channels to mandatory safeguards. Staffordshire 

offers substantial professional guideline materials but less comprehensive family-focused content 

(Staffordshire Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2022, 2025). All three agencies address 

important topics like as eligibility, referral procedures, and what families can expect from Early 

Help support (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022; HM Government, 

2023).  

User Engagement and Design: None of the three websites excel in visual engagement or modern, 

user-friendly design. All rely mainly on text-based content, with limited use of films, infographics, 

or interactive features, which have been shown to increase knowledge absorption and 

engagement (NSPCC Learning, 2023). Staffordshire's Early Help Strategy has some graphic 

diagrams, although the family-facing elements are still mostly text (Staffordshire Safeguarding 

Children Partnership, 2022). Nottinghamshire and Southwark both have functional but uninspiring 

material. This is a huge opportunity for development across all three authorities, especially as 

research shows that accessible, visually appealing design increases help-seeking behaviour while 

decreasing stigma (GOV.UK, 2024; Society of Local Council Clerks, 2021).  

Multi-Agency Collaboration: Through their service descriptions and partnership arrangements, all 

three authorities demonstrate a dedication to multi-agency cooperation (Staffordshire 

Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2022; Nottinghamshire County Council, 2020; Southwark 

Council, 2024). Staffordshire explicitly declares that "Early Help is everyone's responsibility" and 

promotes collaborative working. Nottinghamshire clearly connects universal children's centres, 

personalised family services, and statutory MASH safety pathways (Nottinghamshire County 

Council, 2020; British Association of Social Work, 2014). Southwark's integrated model, which 

includes education, health, parenting, and social care, exemplifies extremely complicated multi-

agency collaboration (Southwark Council, 2024; South London and Maudsley NHS Foundation 

Trust, 2025). Research indicates that such integrated approaches improve results while 

decreasing service duplication (British Association of Social Workers, 201 
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Southwark is the most complete in terms of service integration and breadth of offer, notably with 

its embedded mental health assistance (Southwark Council, 2024; South London and Maudsley 

NHS Foundation Trust, 2025). Nottinghamshire offers the most direct singular point of contact via 

its centralised Early Help Unit (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2025). However, none of the 



three authorities excel in user-friendly, visually appealing design that adheres to best practice 

accessibility requirements (GOV.UK, 2024; Society of Local Council Clerks, 2021). 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

This analysis shows that, while all three local authorities—Staffordshire, Nottinghamshire, and 

Southwark—provide statutory-compliant information about Early Help services, there are 

significant opportunities to improve online signposting through improved accessibility, visual 

engagement, and user-centred design (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 

2022; HM Government, 2023). All three authorities show that they are committed to working 

together with other agencies and provide clear referral pathways. However, their websites are 

mostly text-based and focused on functions, which may not be the best way to reach families who 

are having problems and could use Early Help support (GOV.UK, 2024; Society of Local Council 

Clerks, 2021). 

Recommendations for Improving Early Help Signposting: 

1. Improve Visual Accessibility and Engagement: Use infographics, animated explainer films, 

family testimonials, and easy-to-read materials to serve families with varying literacy levels 

and learning needs, reducing reliance on text-heavy content (Department for Levelling Up, 

Housing, and Communities, 2022; NSPCC Learning, 2023).  

 

2. Ensure Full WCAG 2.2 AA Compliance: All local authority websites must adhere to the 

2018 Public Sector Bodies (Websites and Mobile Applications) Accessibility Regulations, 

which include screen reader compatibility, keyboard navigation, appropriate colour 

contrast, mobile-responsive design, and accessible PDF forms. Accessibility audits should 

be performed on a regular basis using approved accessibility statements (GOV.UK, 2024; 

Society of Local Council Clerks, 2021).  

 

 

3. Implement User-centred Navigation: Combine Early Help content into single, easily 

accessible pages with clear titles, intuitive menus, and visible "Get Help Now" calls to 

action, decreasing the number of clicks required to receive assistance (Leeds City Council, 

2025).  

 



4. Ensure Multilingual Accessibility: Ensure information is available in languages that reflect 

local demographics, with translation services explicitly identified to overcome language 

barriers for families whose primary language is not English (GOV.UK, 2024).  

 

5. Use straightforward English and family-friendly wording. Avoid specialised terminology, 

adopt a conversational style, and write at a level that is easily understandable so that 

families experiencing stress can quickly grasp the support options available (Leeds City 

Council, 2025; NSPCC Learning, 2023).  

 

6. Engage Families in Co-Production: Regularly test websites with families who have used 

Early Help programmes, taking into account their feedback to improve clarity, relevance, 

and effectiveness (British Association of Social Workers, 2014).  

 

7. Incorporate Real-Time Support Options: Live chat services, interactive service finders, and 

prominent display of out-of-hours contact information should be explored, as families may 

seek support outside of typical business hours (Leeds City Council, 2025).  

 

8. Publish Outcome Data: Share clearly digestible summaries illustrating the efficacy of Early 

Help, increasing family confidence in services and minimising stigma associated with 

seeking help (Institute of Fiscal Studies, 2025). 
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