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1. Introduction
The Early Help system is an important part of safeguarding children and supporting families in the United Kingdom. It aims to provide support at an early stage before problems become more serious and require statutory intervention (The Department for Education, 2026). Local authority websites are often the first point of contact for families seeking information about available services. However, the accessibility, clarity, and quality of information can vary between different local authorities. This report reviews and evaluates how Early Help services are communicated through the websites of three local authorities: Leicestershire County Council, Norfolk County Council, and Staffordshire County Council. It examines how effectively these councils communicate information about Early Help services to families. The evaluation is based on the statutory guidance Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 and the Early Help System Guide (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). Frost (2020) emphasises that good safeguarding practice depends on effective service integration and a whole-systems approach, supported by clear and accessible communication of services.


2. Explanation of the Early Help System
The Early Help system provides a range of support that improves a family's resilience and outcomes. It also reduces the risk of problems becoming more serious (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022, p.5). It refers to a system of services, processes, and interactions that support families before difficulties become established. This helps prevent problems from reaching the stage where statutory services are required. The Early Help System Guide groups support into three main strands: Universal Support (e.g. schools and GP surgeries), Community Support (e.g. family networks or voluntary groups), and Acute and Targeted Support (e.g. family support or mental health services).
Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 defines Family Help as the coordinated provision of Early Help that is directed towards a specific child as part of a multi-disciplinary approach (Department for Education, 2026). It focuses on meeting the needs of the whole family while using a child-centred approach. Research has shown that Early Help can have positive outcomes. Hayes and Spratt (2021) state that early intervention policies can reduce the number of children entering social care. Similarly, Turney (2018) explains that Early Help has developed from earlier ideas of prevention into a broader approach that focuses on family support and early intervention.


3. Explanation of Multi-Agency Working
Multi-agency working is at the heart of delivering Early Help and safeguarding children. Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 (Department for Education, 2026) states that no single practitioner can have a complete understanding of a child's needs and circumstances. Therefore, information sharing between practitioners, organisations, and agencies is essential for the early identification of a child's needs, effective assessment, and the provision of appropriate services. The guidance also identifies the three statutory safeguarding partners the local authority, integrated care boards, and the police who have a joint and equal statutory responsibility to work together to safeguard and promote the welfare of all children within their local area.
There are three levels of expectations for effective multi-agency working. Strategic leaders are expected to share resources, learn from evidence, challenge one another, promote inclusive cultures, and work collaboratively. Senior and middle managers should support a shared practice approach by providing opportunities for peer learning, encouraging teams to benefit from the expertise of different agencies, and giving staff the confidence to challenge discrimination and poor practice. Frontline practitioners are expected to share information, continue learning, build effective inter-agency relationships, consider different perspectives, and challenge themselves and others where necessary (Department for Education, 2026).
Walker (2017) provides a critical review of the systems, processes, and policy context of multi-agency collaboration with children and families. The review acknowledges that collaboration can be affected by inter-role conflict and professional tensions but also identifies practical ways to improve partnership working. Early Help is recognised as a shared responsibility and is no longer limited to early years and childcare providers. The Early Help System Guide (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022) states that whole-family working should be the standard across all people-facing public services. Baginsky et al. (2022) also demonstrate the importance of multi-agency working in schools to identify and respond to child protection concerns and explain how policy changes have influenced inter-agency working.
[bookmark: _Int_68s1bsxu][bookmark: _Int_U76r2afK]One of the most principal factors in effective multi-agency working is information sharing. Purcell, Baginsky and Steils (2025) critically analyse information-sharing reforms and highlight that failures in public agency information systems have repeatedly contributed to missed opportunities to protect children. The Early Help System Guide (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022) describes a vision for a mature system that safely and effectively shares data across partner agencies. Bringing information together in one place helps professionals identify family needs earlier and provide timely and coordinated support.




4. Evaluation of Each Local Authority Website
4.1 Leicestershire County Council
The Leicestershire County Council website provides easy access to Early Help information, with clear signposting from the homepage. The Early Help page explains that the service is designed to support families experiencing difficulties that cannot be met through universal services. This is consistent with the Early Help System Guide (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). Contact details are clearly displayed, and the Multi-Agency Referral Form is available online. The homepage and clear signposting make it easy for families to find the information they need. However, the website provides limited information about the full range of services available and how assessments are carried out. Although the website recognises the importance of considering harm outside the home, its main focus remains on harm occurring within the home. Firmin (2020) argues that this does not fully reflect the reality of safeguarding practice.
4.2 Norfolk County Council
The Early Help page on the Norfolk County Council website states that Early Help is about providing information, advice, and guidance to families and offering support as soon as difficulties begin to arise. The website clearly explains that services are available for children and young people up to the age of 18, and up to 25 for those with Special Education Need and Disabilities (SEND) may continue to receive support. This is consistent with the statutory definition in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 (Department for Education, 2026). Norfolk's integration of Family Hubs also reflects the vision outlined in the Early Help System Guide (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). Clearly defining the age range is a strength because it helps families understand who the services are intended for. Owens and Lloyd (2023) discuss multi-agency partnership responses to extra-familial harm, which is reflected in Norfolk's integrated pathways presented on the website.
4.3 Staffordshire County Council
Staffordshire County Council provides information about Early Help through dedicated webpages, including one titled Your Early Help Team. In line with the Early Help System Guide (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022), the website explains that Early Help involves local services and professionals providing information, advice, guidance, and support at an early stage. The website also includes a service directory called Staffordshire Connects, which helps families find relevant services more easily. In addition, there are links to training and guidance provided by the Staffordshire Safeguarding Children's Partnership. Monaghan et al. (2025) identify the importance of collaborative approaches in responding to children's needs, and this is reflected in Staffordshire's commitment to integrated professional resources and partnership working.

5. Comparative Analysis of Strengths and Weaknesses
The comparison of the three local authorities shows that each uses a different approach to communicating Early Help services. Leicestershire performs well in terms of homepage accessibility and clear signposting, making information easy for families to find. Norfolk provides a clear explanation of Early Help and clearly states the age range for eligibility, including support for young people with SEND up to the age of 25. Staffordshire offers the most comprehensive professional resources and includes a service directory that helps families find the right services.
However, there are common weaknesses across all three local authority websites. There is limited evidence of a fully integrated system that provides families with a clear single point of access to services. There is also limited use of family-friendly language and visual resources to improve accessibility. The Early Help System Guide (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022) describes a mature Early Help system as one that has clear processes for gathering family feedback and using it to improve services. However, none of the three websites clearly explain how family feedback is collected or how it is used to influence service design. In addition, although all three websites provide information about available services, they differ in how easy it is for families to navigate and access that information.
Anderberg and Olympiou (2023) provide evidence that effective Early Help policies can reduce the number of families requiring statutory social care, highlighting the importance of making information easily available to families. El-Hoss et al. (2023) also critically discuss the vital role of the voluntary, community, and social enterprise sector in delivering Early Help and supporting families. Local authority websites could strengthen their communication by making clearer links to these wider sources of support.
The main differences between the three local authorities are summarised in the comparative table below.
	Local authorities
	Leicestershire
	Norfolk
	Staffordshire

	Homepage signposting
	Excellent
	Moderate
	Moderate

	Definition clarity
	Good
	Excellent
	Good

	Contact information
	Clear
	Moderate
	Clear

	Professional resources
	Good
	Good
	Excellent

	Family Hub integration
	Not explicit
	Explicit
	Not explicit

	Service directory
	Not explicit
	Not explicit
	Explicit


Turney (2018) suggests that an effective Early Help system should provide coordinated family support that allows families to access services without having to navigate a complex system. Of the three local authorities, Leicestershire provides the strongest example of this through its clear homepage signposting and easily accessible contact information.


6. Conclusion and Recommendations
This report has analysed the websites of three local authorities to evaluate how they communicate Early Help services. Overall, Leicestershire County Council provides the most accessible website for families because of its clear homepage signposting and readily available contact information. The website also presents professional referral pathways clearly, making them accessible for both families and practitioners. This reflects the expectations set out in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 (Department for Education, 2026).
However, all three local authorities could improve how they communicate Early Help services. The following recommendations are suggested:
· Enhance homepage signposting: Ensure Early Help information is easy to find and clearly displayed on the homepage, following the example of Leicestershire.
· Develop a Family Help page: Provide a clear overview of the full range of Early Help services, in line with Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 (Department for Education, 2026).
· Provide explicit links to Family Hubs: Include clear links to Family Hubs, following Norfolk's approach and the vision outlined in the Early Help System Guide (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022).
· [bookmark: _Int_r04PHlzd][bookmark: _Int_39GRtWF1]Create a service directory: Help families find the most appropriate services by providing a searchable directory, similar to Staffordshire Connects.
· [bookmark: _Int_f4dASLpU]Increase and respond to family feedback: Introduce clear processes for collecting feedback from families and demonstrate how this feedback is used to improve service design, as recommended in the Early Help System Guide (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022).
· [bookmark: _Int_eoYfS7E0]Use family-friendly language: Avoid professional jargon and present information in clear, simple language that is easy for all families to understand, including those with lower literacy levels or for whom English is an additional language.
[bookmark: _Int_Bk0fo7kf]Walker (2017) highlights the importance of effective multi-agency working supported by clear communication and shared understanding. By implementing these recommendations, local authorities can improve their websites as an effective entry point to Early Help services. This will enable families to access support at the earliest opportunity, helping to prevent problems from escalating to the stage where statutory intervention is required.
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