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Report: How the ‘Early Help’ System Is Signposted to UK Families via Local Authority Websites
Introduction
The Early Help system is a cornerstone of the preventative safeguarding framework in England, aimed at identifying and supporting families before their difficulties escalate into crises. Strategic safeguarding partnerships rely heavily on Early Help to reduce risk, promote resilience, and maintain children’s welfare. This report examines how three local authorities Leicestershire County Council, Norfolk County Council, and Staffordshire County Council communicate their Early Help offer to families via their websites.
The purpose of this analysis is to evaluate the clarity, accessibility, and usefulness of the information provided, with a particular focus on how multi-agency working and protective services are presented. Drawing on national guidance, particularly the Supporting Families: Early Help System Guide and the Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 statutory guidance, this report identifies good practice and areas for improvement for each council. The report concludes with a comparative analysis and recommendations informed by both theory and practice.
Early Help System: Definition, Purpose and Concept 
To properly assess how local authorities present Early Help, it is first important to understand what Early Help means and why it matters. Early Help is not a single service, but rather a “network of services, processes and interactions” aimed at supporting children, young people, and families at the first signs of need (DfE & DLUHC, 2022). Higher Early Help and family support spending correlates with lower rates of Children in Need , demonstrating its preventative potential (Webb, 2021). Early Help improves outcomes and reduces demand for statutory services, although definitions and evaluation approaches vary (National Children’s Bureau, 2023).
Purpose and Principles
The guide outlines a national vision for a “mature” Early Help system, emphasising shared leadership, data-driven decision-making, self-assessment, and strategic reflection (Department for Education & Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). These principles seek to ensure that Early Help services are proactive, coordinated, and embedded in local communities.
Early Help is aligned with the broader public policy goal of preventing escalation into statutory social care: by intervening early, local partnerships can potentially reduce the burden on child protection systems, improve family resilience, and foster positive outcomes over time.
Multi-Agency Working in Early Help
Multi-agency working is fundamental to safeguarding practice. Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 emphasises that effective Early Help depends upon coordinated contributions from education, health, social care, police, and the voluntary sector (DfE, 2023).
Research supports this approach. Integrated Early Intervention Support Services lead to improved outcomes and more streamlined family support (Winter et al., 2021). Universal and preventative support functions best when agencies share information, collaborate around family needs, and maintain clear referral pathways (Blyth and Solomon, 2022). Access to multi-agency resources such as housing, financial support, and parenting services reduces the likelihood of statutory intervention for vulnerable families (Cooper et al., 2022).
Statutory Framework
Under the 2023 guidance, Early Help is explicitly framed as part of the “whole system of help, support and protection” (Chapter 3), where agencies including local authorities, health, education, police, and the voluntary sector must work together. HCR Law led practitioners, who coordinate Early Help plans, may now come from a broader range of backgrounds, not just social workers, reflecting the interdisciplinary nature of early intervention (IHV, 2023).
Key Principles
The guidance also outlines principles for working with families: building trusting and cooperative relationships, respecting families’ strengths, actively involving them in decision making, and using non-blaming, inclusive communication. Further, multi-agency arrangements (local safeguarding partners) must ensure shared governance, accountability, resource sharing, and information-sharing protocols. 
Challenges in Practice
However, not all areas succeed equally. A joint inspection by Ofsted, CQC, and HMICFRS reported that many local agencies struggle to prioritise Early Help due to capacity constraints, leading to inconsistency in provision. The report also highlighted mismatches between practitioners’ skills and family needs, and inadequate multi-agency collaboration in some contexts.
In sum, multi-agency working is not only a theoretical ideal but a statutory requirement, and its effective implementation is essential for a robust Early Help system.

Evaluation of Selected Local Authority Websites
In this section, I examine how Leicestershire, Norfolk, and Staffordshire local authorities present their Early Help offer online. For each, I consider the clarity, accessibility, referral pathways, range of services, and evidence of multi-agency working.
Leicestershire County Council:
Information & Accessibility
Leicestershire’s “Help for children and families” webpage clearly presents Family Help (formerly the Children & Family Wellbeing Service) as the Early Help offer. The description is straightforward and understandable to a lay audience, stating that Family Help supports families where universal services (like schools or GPs) are insufficient. 
Referral Mechanisms:
· Professionals: Can make referrals through a Multi-Agency Referral Form (MARF). 
· Families / Self-referral: There is an online “Request a Service” form; however, users must complete it within 60 minutes, which may be a barrier for some. 
· Triage: Initial screening by social workers in a “First Response Children’s Duty” team ensures safety checks before redirecting to appropriate support. 


Service Range:
Leicestershire offers a broad variety of Early Help services:
· Standard Family Support (0–19): workshops, parenting programmes (e.g., Solihull Approach, Triple P), group work, SEND support. 
· Enhanced Support: intensive, keyworker-led support using Early Help assessments and plans, lasting up to 12 months. 
· 0–2 Pathway: targeted work on early development, emotional well-being, and resilience. 
· Youth Justice: youth work linked to offending prevention, restorative justice, and crime prevention. 
Multi-Agency Strategy & Governance:
Leicestershire has a published Early Help Strategy, which articulates a multi-agency partnership vision. Its strategy commits to “no wrong front door,” data sharing, workforce development, and building resilience in local communities. This demonstrates strategic commitment to inter-disciplinary working.
Strengths & Limitations:
· Strengths: Well-structured service offer; clear self-referral route; evidence of strategic multi-agency collaboration; a rich and varied service spectrum.
· Limitations: The 60-minute form time limit may deter users; information is spread across multiple webpages (help for families, strategy, assessments), which may reduce navigability; less transparent detail on how multi-agency working operates on the ground (e.g., lead practitioners, information-sharing).
Norfolk County Council:
Information & Accessibility
Norfolk provides a family-friendly description of Early Help: “information, advice and guidance … as soon as difficulties start.”. The language is accessible, and the webpage clearly positions Early Help as a preventative offer.
Service Model & Structure
· Family Hubs: Norfolk's Early Help is framed around its Family Hubs model, offering services face-to-face, online, and within communities. 
· The Family Hubs page outlines support for parents from conception to 19 (or 25 for children with SEND), including health, housing, advice, and voluntary sector services. 
Referral / Assessment Process
· Request for Support: Norfolk offers an online form for professionals, volunteers and families to request support. 
· Consent & Registration: Before assessment begins, consent must be given to share information; registrants must complete a notification form. 
· Assessment Templates: Norfolk provides downloadable Word templates for Early Help assessment, plan, review, and closure. 
· Review Process: There are clear steps for reviews and ending plans, with documentation for both. 
Multi-Agency Working
Norfolk’s strategy outlines a workforce made up of Early Help Advisers, community workers, and a network that includes VCS (voluntary, community and social enterprise) partners. The Local Safeguarding Children Partnership supports a family-network model, using coordinated hubs and shared governance.
Strengths & Limitations
· Strengths: Very accessible to families; clear, structured referral and assessment process; strong tools (templates) for planning; transparency about governance and workforce; involvement of the VCS.
· Limitations: The form-based approach may be challenging for those with low digital literacy; families might struggle to understand the detailed assessment templates without professional support; some of the more technical information (e.g., governance) is more visible to professionals than families.
Staffordshire County Council
Information & Accessibility
Staffordshire’s “Support for your family” page emphasises early intervention: help is available “before any issues escalate”. The site also links to its Family Hubs, which are described as a “single place to go” for integrated support. 
Early Help / Early Help Team
· Your Early Help Team webpage describes a team of children’s service professionals who handle targeted, non-social work needs (level 3). 
· They operate through consultation, individual case work, group/family work, and whole-school interventions. 
Referral Mechanisms
· Families or professionals can call the Staffordshire Children’s Advice Service (0300 111 8007) to make a referral. 
· Through “Getting Access to Support,” the site distinguishes between different levels of need (early intervention, statutory safeguarding), providing a clear pathway depending on concern level. 




Service Range
Staffordshire offers:
· Family Hub Groupwork: parenting courses, free learning, group support. 
· Reducing Parental Conflict: digital resources and professional advice. 
· Community Family Support Service (CFSS): targeted support following a referral. 
· Family Practitioner Service: 1:1 support for families with complex difficulties. 
Multi-Agency Structure
Staffordshire’s Family Hubs strategy clearly brings together multiple services: health (midwifery, health visiting), housing, youth services, domestic abuse, debt advice, and more. Their transformation plan emphasises predictive analysis and a “whole family” approach, with strong community and voluntary sector engagement. 
Strengths & Limitations
· Strengths: The Family Hubs model is very prominent; they present a wide, integrated support offer; pathways are clearly described by level of need; there is strong community-based presence.
· Limitations: Reliance on telephone referrals may exclude digitally preferring or vulnerable families; the website’s text is somewhat dense; less visible are downloadable assessment or planning documents, making transparency of process less evident than in Norfolk.

Comparative Analysis: Strengths and Weaknesses
Here I synthesise the evaluation to draw out comparative insights, highlighting what works well in each authority, where they struggle, and how they align (or not) with national guidance.
Accessibility & Clarity:
· Norfolk arguably excels in family-facing clarity: its Early Help page is simple, direct, and welcoming.
· Leicestershire also offers clear information but splits content across multiple pages, which may reduce usability.
· Staffordshire provides good text-based information, but a telephone-first referral pathway could be less accessible for some users.
Referral Pathways:
· Leicestershire: online request form (but time-limited) + multi-agency referral form for professionals → efficient, but potentially exclusionary.
· Norfolk: online request + assessment templates + structured review and end-of-plan templates → transparent, supportive of both professionals and families.
· Staffordshire: phone referral + local support team coordinator → personal but not digital-friendly, which may exclude some people.
Multi-Agency Working Communication
· Leicestershire: strong strategic partnership and published Early Help Strategy shows commitment, but less detailed on the website about who leads at a case level.
· Norfolk: detailed multi-agency structure, downloadable plans, and clear family hub workforce model.
· Staffordshire: visibly integrated in hubs, with many services co-located; strong strategy but less published documentation on assessment and plan templates.
Service Offer and Range
· All three LAs provide a fairly broad range of services (parenting, youth work, 1:1 support).
· Leicestershire’s strengths lie in specialised youth justice and early childhood provision.
· Norfolk is notable for its clearly defined assessment and review process.
· Staffordshire distinguishes itself by strong hub-based community services, and digital and in-person multi-domain support.
Alignment with National Guidance
· Norfolk aligns very well with the Early Help System Guide’s emphasis on a mature, coordinated system: it provides tools (assessment templates, registration), involves voluntary/community sectors, and gives families agency.
· Staffordshire’s Family Hubs reflect the Working Together 2023 guidance on integrated, multi-agency early help and the “right help, right place, right time” model.
· Leicestershire’s strategic framework echoes the Early Help Guide’s call for partnership, shared vision, and “no wrong door,” though the web presentation could be more user-centred.
Barriers / Risks
· Digital literacy: Norfolk’s reliance on online forms may exclude some families; Leicestershire’s 60-minute form is a potential usability risk; Staffordshire’s phone route may disadvantage those unable or unwilling to call.
· Transparency: Staffordshire would benefit from more downloadable and easily accessible assessment and review templates; Leicestershire might better highlight multi-agency working at the operational level.
· User experience: For families unfamiliar with safeguarding terminology, the language of referral and assessment may be confusing or intimidating, especially on more technical pages.

Conclusion and Recommendations
Conclusion
Having critically examined how Leicestershire, Norfolk, and Staffordshire local authorities signpost Early Help on their websites, it is clear that each has strengths, but also room for improvement. Norfolk County Council provides the most accessible and transparent presentation of Early Help services, closely aligned with national guidance. Its use of online tools, structured assessment frameworks, and a multipronged Hub model make it a strong exemplar of good practice.
Leicestershire demonstrates a strategic commitment through its Early Help Strategy and diverse service offer, but its website could be more navigable for lay users. Staffordshire’s hub-based model offers comprehensive support, but the reliance on telephone referral and less visible documentation may limit accessibility and transparency.
Recommendations
Based on the analysis and aligned with best practice from national guidance, I recommend the following for each authority:
Leicestershire County Council:
· Develop a dedicated Early Help landing page (“Early Help Hub”) consolidating key information (what Early Help is, how to refer, what services are available, strategy).
· Reconsider the 60-minute time limit on the online request form; implement a “save and return” function so families do not feel pressured or excluded.
· Publish operational details about multi-agency working, e.g., who the lead practitioners are, and how different teams coordinate.
Norfolk County Council
· Offer simplified, family-friendly guidance on the assessment and planning templates so that non-professionals can better understand what they are consenting to.
· Provide digital accessibility support, such as interactive assistance, for families who struggle with forms or online requests.
· Engage families more directly in reviewing the Hub model (e.g., user feedback, consultations) and reflect this visibly on the website.
Staffordshire County Council
· Introduce an online referral/request for support form to complement the telephone route, increasing accessibility for digitally oriented users.
· Provide downloadable Early Help assessment and plan templates, aligned with the nationally recommended format, so both professionals and families understand the process.
· Enhance transparency around multi-agency governance by publishing a local Early Help strategy or plan, mapping which organisations participate and how outcomes are measured.
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