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 An Examination and Analysis of How The ‘Early Help’ System is Signposted to UK Families by Their Local Authority Website
[bookmark: _Toc223288036]Introduction
Early Help is a central component of modern safeguarding practice, providing timely and preventative support to children, young people, and families before needs escalate to statutory intervention (GOV.UK, 2022). In line with national guidance, local authorities are responsible for clearly highlighting services and promoting multi-agency collaboration. This report examines Early Help communication to families on the websites of three local authorities:-
· Leicestershire County Council 
· Norfolk County Council
· Leeds City Council. 
The report will critically explore how effectively each website presents information about Early Help and related family support services, assessing accessibility, clarity, and evidence of partnership working to determine which authority offers the most comprehensive approach.
[bookmark: _Toc223288037]The Early Help System
According to Edwards et al. (2021), Early Help constitutes the earliest part of the safeguarding system. The Early Help System refers to the coordinated network of support services and interventions designed to help children, young people and families as soon as needs are identified, before problems escalate to the point of requiring statutory social care involvement (GOV.UK, 2021). It is not a single service but a strategic, partnership-based approach involving education, health, voluntary organisations, housing and other local services working together to provide effective support (NSPCC, 2023). The national Early Help System Guide outlines a shared vision and key characteristics of a mature early help system that local strategic partnerships should strive to achieve. It emphasises that Early Help should be timely, evidence-based, locally data-driven and centred on improving outcomes for families while reducing the need for crisis or specialist services (GOV.UK, 2021).

At its core, Early Help involves the early identification of emerging needs, a strengths-based assessment process and the delivery of tailored support services that build resilience within families (Edwards et al, 2021). It relies on professionals and agencies collaborating across disciplines, sharing information appropriately and jointly planning support with the family’s consent. This system seeks to prevent problems from worsening, for example, by supporting parenting skills and addressing behavioural or emotional issues. Improving access to healthcare and education and promoting safe communities are also central to Early Help (Edwards et al, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc223288038]Multi-Agency Working
Multi-agency working refers to the coordinated collaboration between different professionals and organisations to safeguard and promote the welfare of children, young people and families (Dixon et al, 2022). The UK Department of Education's statutory guidance, “Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023”, emphasises that no single agency can meet all the complex needs families may experience. Instead, effective safeguarding and support require a system in which partners, such as local authorities, the NHS, police, education institutions and voluntary organisations, share information, expertise and responsibility to deliver collaborative solutions (GOV.UK, 2023).
At the local level, multi-agency safeguarding arrangements must be clearly defined so that each partner understands their roles, decision-making responsibilities and how they work together when a child’s safety or wellbeing is at risk. This includes a shared vision for improving outcomes, timely information sharing, joint planning and collective accountability (Dixon et al, 2022). Multi-agency working ensures that risks and needs are identified early and acted upon promptly. For example, teachers may notice behavioural changes, healthcare professionals may spot developmental concerns and social workers can coordinate a broader support plan. However, only through working together can they comprehensively understand needs and respond effectively. Therefore, multi-agency collaboration is essential to safeguarding because it integrates diverse expertise and resources to ensure child and family well-being (GOV.UK, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc223288039]EVALUATION OF LOCAL AUTHORITY WEBSITES
[bookmark: _Toc223288040]Leicestershire County Council
The Leicestershire County Council website provides a clear and comprehensive section on Early Help for children, young people and families. The main Early Help page explains that Early Help support is designed to assist families when problems first emerge. It details a wide range of support, including concerns about a child’s behaviour, wellbeing, parenting stress, family difficulties like housing or domestic abuse, or mental health worries. The information on the website is organised according to specific areas, such as the assessment process, abuse and neglect reporting and autism support (Leicestershire County Council, no date). This allows users to easily access the specific information or help they need. 

There are clear contact details, including phone and email and specific guidance on how to request Early Help support, with instructions on how to call or email to access services. This makes the information accessible to a wide audience (Leicestershire County Council, no date). The site explains the process of Early Help assessment and the involvement of a lead professional who will work collaboratively with the family to set outcomes, create an action plan and regularly review progress. Practical steps such as completing the Multi-Agency Referral Form (MARF) are described, showing that anyone can initiate a referral with consent. Additional resources for professionals, such as strategy documents and training materials, are available, indicating the council’s commitment to supporting multi-agency partnership (Leicestershire County Council, no date). 
[bookmark: _Toc223288041]Norfolk County Council
The Norfolk County Council website offers information about Early Help primarily through its “Early help for children and families” page, which emphasises early advice, guidance and information for families experiencing difficulties in day-to-day life. The council clearly explains that Early Help is intended to support families as soon as problems occur to prevent escalation (Norfolk County Council, no date). This support extends to families with children up to 18 years old (or 25 years for those with special educational needs and disability). Families are encouraged to access community-based support, including family hubs, where a range of services are delivered in local settings. The site provides links for families to request early help and outlines how to access support (Norfolk County Council, no date).
 
In addition to the “Early help for children and families page”, the Norfolk County Council website has a page where health and other professionals can notify the local authority of pre-school-age children with special educational needs and/or disabilities. This information-sharing aims to ensure that children get the right help at the right time (Norfolk County Council, no date). Additionally, a separate page exists for professionals that provides information and resources on self-help assessments. This includes guidance about Early Help assessment plans and uploading documentation (Norfolk County Council, no date). It indicates support for multi-agency practice in the referral process. 
[bookmark: _Toc223288042]Leeds City Council
The Leeds City Council website has merged Early Help and Family Information Services into a single content area designed to be more user-friendly and easier to navigate. There is a dedicated Early Help section offering structured information about what Early Help is, how it is practised within the local authority and the pathways families can use to access support. This includes guidance on engaging with universal services such as GPs and schools, targeted support through children’s centres and youth services and how family hubs act as the main point of access for Early Help support (Leeds City Council, no date). The council also provides a one-minute guide that explains Early Help principles in simpler terms, for example, emphasising the importance of early intervention, family consent and a graded approach to support. These resources provide contact information and details on how families can connect with local services (Leeds City Council, no date).
 
Communication of additional services is clear, including family hubs and the Family Information Service, which offer help across a range of issues, including childcare, health and wellbeing and parenting support. The website also provides information on the duties of social workers and healthcare practitioners in safeguarding children and addressing family concerns. Additionally, it outlines a framework to guide and support professional practice, enabling sustained outcomes for children and their families (Leeds City Council, no date). 
[bookmark: _Toc223288043]COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF EARLY HELP COMMUNICATION ON THE WEBSITES
[bookmark: _Toc223288044]Clarity and Readability
The Leicestershire County Council website offers a detailed explanation of Early Help, including definitions, processes and practical steps for both families and professionals. It outlines the role of lead professionals, explains assessments and lists examples of support available. However, the detailed professional language and absence of simple summaries may be overwhelming for families seeking quick answers. For example, families may struggle to distinguish between sections intended for professionals and those intended for parents (Leicestershire County Council, no date). 

The Norfolk County Council website uses plain language to describe Early Help principles, which is helpful for a general audience. The site also clearly highlights community-based support, such as family hubs, which makes it easier for families to identify where they can go for help locally. Despite the use of accessible language, key information is spread across multiple pages, which may confuse families unfamiliar with local government structures (Norfolk County Council, no date). 
The Leeds County Council website has made significant improvements by incorporating one-minute guides designed specifically to support easy understanding. These short guides break down complex information into concise summaries that are easier for families and non-professionals to understand. However, while one-minute guides improve readability, reliance on multiple linked guides can result in fragmented information, requiring users to navigate several pages to form a complete understanding. This may reduce clarity for users who prefer one source of information (Leeds City Council, no date).
[bookmark: _Toc223288045]
Accessibility and Navigation
All three websites are fairly accessible and easy to navigate. For Leicestershire, the Early Help page is easy to locate under the main menu’s “Children and families” section and contact information is clearly displayed (Leicestershire County Council, no date). Norfolk provides clear pathways to request support through forms and links to the Family Information Service, while Leeds incorporates a structured approach to navigation by grouping Early Help with Family Information Services. Leeds one-minute guides also offer multiple entry points for users to access information in formats they find most convenient (Leeds City Council, no date).
On the downside, in Leicestershire, navigation to specific services, such as mental health support for parents, or attachment to other family services, is not always automatic. Users may need to scroll or use search functions to locate specific support. Norfolk and Leeds have similar issues, with some navigation routes being less direct (Norfolk County Council, no date, Leeds City Council, no date). Users may need to follow several links to find specific services, which can be overwhelming.
[bookmark: _Toc223288046]Audience Targeting
The three websites clearly communicate to a diverse audience, including families, professionals and the community. Leicestershire offers resources for both families and professionals, while Norfolk includes direct contact routes, acknowledging both professional and family users. Norfolk’s prevention and early help strategy communicates the role of the broader community in early help (Norfolk County Council, no date). Leeds guides offer simplified and targeted information for families and provide a framework for professional practice. However, there are gaps as the distinction between family-facing and professional content is not always clear. For example, on the Leeds website, professional guidance remains mixed within family sections.
[bookmark: _Toc223288047]Multi-Agency Support Communication
These websites point to a range of partner services and encourage multi-agency referral pathways, indicating collaboration across health, education and social care. For example, Norfolk directs families to partner networks, such as family hubs and voluntary sector support. Leeds clearly connects Early Help with family hubs, education settings and health services, illustrating multi-agency working for families. However, none of these sites consistently maps out a comprehensive multi-agency support network in one place.
[bookmark: _Toc223288048]Conclusion and Recommendations
National guidance emphasises that local Early Help offerings should be accessible, integrated, and user-friendly. Based on the analysis, Norfolk County Council appears to provide the most effective and accessible information relating to Early Help services. While all three authorities demonstrate commitment to preventative support, Norfolk ensures clear navigation and distinct content for families and professionals. This reduces confusion, as audiences can access content relevant to them from the outset. The structured presentation, combined with accessible language and guidance to family hubs, supports user understanding without requiring professional knowledge. Additionally, the council’s early help strategy, which engages the greater community, aligns best with the tenets of multi-agency working.
Local authority websites can improve accessibility and effectiveness by incorporating clearer, summarised content written in plain language (Belabas, 2023). This should include an explanation of the services available and how families can immediately access them without prior professional knowledge. Ensuring compliance with recognised digital accessibility standards would help families with diverse communication needs to find information easily. These standards include simplified language, logical page organisation and alternative formats for key documents (NHS England, 2025). Additionally, creating pages for Early Help that clearly distinguish family content from professional guidance, using visual aids or short video explainers and regular usability testing with families to refine content structure and clarity are important (Sakas et al, 2023). These improvements could ensure that Early Help information is reachable, understandable and actionable for all families.
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