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An investigation and evaluation into how the early help system is signposted to UK families by local authorities' websites

Introduction
 Early help forms a significant element of the child protection system in the UK, supporting children, young people and families at the earliest opportunity to prevent escalation of problems and the need for intervention from the statutory social care system. It operates by enabling families to increase children’s health, education, safety and wellbeing by providing information, practical advice and access to their community (DfE, 2022).
Safeguarding & Early Help is intrinsically connected due to its nature of risk mitigation as early as possible. Safeguarding is the process of protecting children from maltreatment and neglect to ensure their welfare (DfE, 2023). As children are safer if a concern identified early with support, it reduces a child protection case, and the purpose of the report will examine what Early Help is. (DfE, 2023).
Three local authorities’ websites have been chosen and compared for this report: Leicestershire County Council;
 Norfolk County Council and Staffordshire County Council. 
These authorities have been selected because all of them offer information on Early Help services on their websites to both families and practitioners but approach it differently. This report will examine what the early help system and what the implications of multi-agency work are. Subsequently, it will assess how early help information is disseminated to parents, guardians and professionals and review strengths and weaknesses of each authority before providing suggestions for improvement.
 





2.1 Early Help System
Early Help provides support for children, young people and families from pregnancy until adulthood when concerns arise before statutory intervention is required. Families may need support with poverty, mental health, domestic abuse, school attendance, housing, disability, substance misuse or parenting concerns (DfE, 2022).
The Early Help System Guide highlights that support should be flexible and centred on the needs of the child and family. Since every family is different, concerns should be identified early, an agreed action plan developed with the family, and progress regularly reviewed (DfE, 2022).
Key principles of Early Help include:
providing support as early as possible;
effective multi-agency working;
involving parents and children in decision-making;
building on family strengths rather than focusing only on difficulties; and
achieving long-term positive outcomes.
Early Help aims to prevent families reaching crisis point where statutory intervention becomes necessary. Support is provided through schools, health visitors, GPs, Family Hubs, children's centres, youth services, mental health services and local authority family support teams. These services work together to meet children's needs. The process usually begins when a professional identifies concerns about a child or family. Following discussion with the family, an assessment of needs, strengths and aspirations is completed before a support plan is agreed and regularly reviewed (DfE, 2022). Research suggests that Early Help improves children's educational, physical and emotional outcomes while reducing the risk of abuse, neglect and family breakdown (DfE, 2022).





2.2 Early Help and Safeguarding
Early Help and safeguarding are different but closely connected. Safeguarding involves protecting children from harm while promoting their welfare. Some children require statutory intervention because they are experiencing, or are at risk of, significant harm. Others need support before problems reach this level.
Working Together to Safeguard Children (DfE, 2023) states that everyone who works with children has a responsibility to identify concerns and respond at the earliest opportunity. Early Help therefore plays an important safeguarding role by reducing risks before they become more serious.
For example, families experiencing financial difficulties may struggle with parenting, school attendance and children's emotional wellbeing. Early Help can provide parenting support, financial advice and emotional support before statutory social care intervention becomes necessary. By reducing family stress and strengthening parenting capacity, Early Help contributes directly to safeguarding children's welfare.















2.3 Multi-Agency Working
Multi-agency working involves professionals from different organisations working together to support children and families. One professional may identify poor school attendance, another developmental concerns, while police or housing services may identify domestic abuse or poor living conditions. Sharing information enables professionals to build a fuller picture of the family's needs and provide coordinated support (DfE, 2023).
Working Together to Safeguard Children (DfE, 2023) states that safeguarding is most effective when local authorities, schools, health services, police, voluntary organisations and community services work together. Professionals involved may include social workers, teachers, health visitors, GPs, midwives, youth workers, police officers and mental health practitioners.
Each professional contributes specialist knowledge, improving decision-making and ensuring coordinated planning. Multi-agency working also reduces duplication, meaning families do not have to repeat their circumstances to different services. Effective communication, information sharing and mutual professional respect are essential for successful partnership working (DfE, 2023).













2.4 Evaluation of Leicestershire County Council Website
Leicestershire County Council provides a Family Help section that explains Early Help as support for families experiencing difficulties that cannot be addressed by schools, GPs or other individual services alone. The website provides information on parenting support, domestic abuse, SEND, Family Hubs and youth services. Families can self-refer online, while professionals can submit a Multi-Agency Referral Form (MARF).A key strength is the clear organisation of information into service categories, making it easier for parents to identify relevant support. Contact details, referral links and information about free services are readily available. The website also explains what happens after a referral, reassuring families that the child's safety will be assessed before appropriate support is arranged. However, information is spread across several webpages, requiring users to move between Family Help, safeguarding and Family Hub sections. This may be confusing for families already experiencing difficulties. Overall, the website provides detailed and comprehensive information despite its navigation issues.















2.5 Evaluation of Norfolk County Council Website
Norfolk County Council presents Early Help through its safeguarding partnership and family support webpages. It describes Early Help as a way of working rather than a single service, helping families understand that support is available before concerns become serious. A major strength is its clear explanation of Early Help principles, emphasising family strengths, voluntary participation and positive outcomes. The website also highlights multi-agency working, explaining that schools, GPs, local authorities and voluntary organisations work together to provide coordinated support. This reflects the guidance in Working Together to Safeguard Children (DfE, 2023). A weakness is that some information is located within safeguarding partnership pages, making it harder for parents unfamiliar with safeguarding terminology to find. In addition, some sections appear to be written mainly for professionals. Despite this, the website provides accurate and informative guidance with only minor improvements needed.















2.6 Evaluation of Staffordshire County Council Website
Staffordshire County Council provides Early Help information through its Family Hubs webpages. The website reassures families that everyone needs support at times and explains that Early Help provides advice before problems become more serious. This welcoming language encourages families to seek help early. The website is clear, simple and easy to navigate. It includes direct links to Staffordshire Connects, enabling families to locate local services, Family Hubs, parenting programmes and community support. Families are also informed that support will be tailored to their individual circumstances, reflecting the national Early Help guidance (DfE, 2022). However, compared with Leicestershire, there is less information about referrals, assessments and the professionals involved. More detail about the process would help increase confidence. Overall, Staffordshire provides an accessible website that is particularly suitable for parents seeking straightforward information.















2.7 Comparative Analysis of the Three Local Authority Websites There is valuable information relating to early help provided on all three local authority websites; the level to which it communicates to families vary from website to website. The information regarding family help on Leicestershire’s website is more extensive and can also provide a clear overview of what service are available for parents which include support with parenting, SEND services, domestic abuse and mental health, including information on the local offer and what happens after referral to a Family Hub. However, the amount of information is divided across many different web pages which can make navigation a bit confusing for parents and carers. 
B. Norfolk has put emphasis on helping explain the ethos behind Early Help and multi-agency work. They use the website to draw attention to partnership working and working with families to help them understand why professionals will collaborate. There are areas of the website that are primarily targeted towards practitioners rather than parents which means it can be a little confusing to use.
C: Staffordshire has a very simply designed website which is clear, welcoming and has language that makes it extremely easy to read. Helping Parents get access to Family Hubs and Staffordshire Connects ensures parents can easily identify local services but this website offers less detail about how assessment, referral or the ongoing help that will be provided.











2,8 The comparison is outlined below:
 Council Strengths Weaknesses Leicestershire Comprehensive details, online referrals, clearly defined services Page-level information separated across several pages
 Norfolk Clear explanation of Early Help principles and partnership Working For some pages only Professionals would use the information
 Staffordshire Very readable, language family-friendly, clear links to local services Less information about referral process and assessment.
All three councils all appear to adhere to the guidelines as set out in Early Help System Guide and the Working Together to Safeguard Children. They aim to work together early on and to work with families. However, all three websites could make it easier for key information to be searched by users of the website. 
















 3. Conclusion
This report examined how Early Help is signposted through the websites of Leicestershire County Council, Norfolk County Council and Staffordshire County Council. Early Help is an important part of safeguarding because it supports children and families before concerns escalate to the level requiring statutory intervention. Its success depends on effective multi-agency working between education, health, social care, police and voluntary organisations (DfE, 2023).The evaluation found that all three councils provide useful information about Early Help, although each presents it differently. Leicestershire offers the most comprehensive information, including available services, referral routes and what families can expect after making a referral. Norfolk provides a strong explanation of Early Help principles and partnership working but includes some content aimed mainly at professionals, which may reduce accessibility for parents. Staffordshire has the most user-friendly website, using clear language and direct links to local services, although it provides less detail about referrals and assessments. Overall, Leicestershire provides the strongest Early Help website because it clearly explains available services, accepts both self-referrals and professional referrals, outlines the referral process and directs families to a wide range of support. Although navigation could be improved, it offers the most complete information for families seeking Early Help.












4. Recommendations
Based on the findings of this report, the following recommendations are made:
Present all Early Help information on a single webpage to improve navigation.
Use plain English throughout to ensure information is accessible to all parents and carers.
Include diagrams or flowcharts explaining the Early Help pathway from referral to support.
Provide a frequently asked questions (FAQ) section explaining the referral process and available services.
Expand information about Family Hubs, voluntary organisations and self-referral options.
Regularly review websites with parents and carers to ensure they remain clear, accessible and user-friendly.
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