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Early Help is a central component of the United Kingdom’s safeguarding and family support system, designed to provide timely, proportionate, and preventive assistance to children, young people, and families before difficulties escalate to the point of statutory intervention. According to national statutory guidance, Early Help aligns closely with safeguarding expectations, particularly in emphasising early, coordinated, and multi-agency responses that support family resilience and improve long-term outcomes (Department for Education, 2023). As highlighted in the Early Help System Guide, the intention is to intervene early to prevent needs from becoming more complex and costly to address later (Early Intervention Foundation, 2021). Ensuring that families can identify, understand, and access Early Help support is therefore a core responsibility of local authorities, many of which now rely heavily on online communication channels to deliver information and guidance (NSPCC, 2023).
This report examines how three selected local authorities, Leicestershire County Council, Norfolk County Council, and Staffordshire County Council, present, signpost, and structure information about Early Help on their public websites. The analysis evaluates accessibility, clarity, navigability, and the overall effectiveness of their online Early Help offer. Through a structured examination, the report identifies strengths and limitations within each website, followed by a comparative analysis that highlights key differences in approach and user experience. The final section presents evidence-based recommendations to enhance the communication and accessibility of Early Help services, promoting more consistent, transparent, and family-centred digital signposting across local authority platforms (Local Government Association, 2020).


[bookmark: _Toc214721051]Explanation of the Early Help System

The Early Help system in England is an integrated, preventive framework designed to support children, young people, and families at the earliest stages of emerging need. According to national guidance, Early Help is not a single service but a coordinated network of universal, community-based, and targeted support mechanisms that work collectively to prevent problems from escalating into acute or statutory safeguarding interventions (Department for Education, 2023). As highlighted in the Early Help System Guide, effective Early Help relies on timely identification, holistic assessment, and proportionate responses that strengthen family resilience and reduce long-term risk (Early Intervention Foundation, 2021). It is underpinned by the principle that support should be provided at the lowest appropriate level, ensuring that families receive the right help at the right time (Local Government Association, 2020).
Early Help also sits within the wider safeguarding architecture established through statutory guidance. The Working Together to Safeguard Children framework outlines a shared responsibility among local authorities, health services, education providers, voluntary organisations, and other partners to identify concerns early and intervene collaboratively (Department for Education, 2023). Early Help processes, therefore, depend on information-sharing pathways, multi-agency triage arrangements, and structured assessment tools that support coherent planning around the child and family (Turner and Müller, 2023).
In practice, Early Help provision typically includes parenting support, school-based assistance, emotional wellbeing services, youth work, community outreach, family network interventions, and targeted programmes addressing issues such as domestic abuse, housing instability, substance misuse, and mental health difficulties (NSPCC, 2023). Many local authorities also offer Early Help assessments, family action plans, and lead professional arrangements to ensure that families experience continuity and coordination across different agencies (Barnes, Stubbs and Katz, 2020). Effective signposting to these services is essential, as accessible information enables families to self-refer, understand eligibility, and engage with support at an early stage. The clarity and usability of local authority online communication, therefore, play a crucial role in the success of the Early Help system (Smith and Bradshaw, 2019).
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Multi-agency working is a fundamental component of the Early Help and safeguarding system in England. It involves coordinated collaboration between a wide range of professionals and organisations that hold collective responsibility for promoting children’s welfare and responding to emerging concerns. Working Together to Safeguard Children establishes the legal and procedural basis for this approach, emphasising that safeguarding outcomes improve when agencies share information, communicate effectively, and engage in joint planning that centres the child's needs in decision-making (Department for Education, 2023).
In the Early Help context, multi-agency working ensures that families with complex or interconnected needs receive coherent and comprehensive support. Services such as schools, early years providers, health visitors, midwives, general practitioners, police, youth services, housing teams, and voluntary organisations routinely observe indicators of vulnerability at various points of contact. Research highlights that early identification is strengthened when these practitioners work collectively, recognising that no single service holds a complete picture of a child’s circumstances (Barnes, Stubbs and Katz, 2020). Through structured referral pathways, Early Help assessments, family meetings, and lead professional models, multi-agency collaboration helps to streamline interventions and prevent duplication or fragmentation of support (Local Government Association, 2020).
Adequate multi-agency arrangements rely on clear communication channels, agreed intervention thresholds, and robust data-sharing processes that comply with legal requirements while enabling the timely exchange of relevant information (Turner and Müller, 2023). This collaborative framework also encourages consistent professional judgement, ensuring that decisions are informed by a holistic understanding of the family’s situation rather than isolated observations. Furthermore, coordinated practice enhances accountability, promotes continuity of care, and supports families to navigate the support system more easily (Smith and Bradshaw, 2019).
For Early Help to be successful, multi-agency working must be embedded at all levels, from strategic partnerships that oversee local safeguarding arrangements to frontline practitioners delivering direct support. Strong relationships, shared objectives, and a child-centred ethos therefore underpin the quality and effectiveness of Early Help provision across local authority areas (NSPCC, 2023).
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Evaluation of the Three Local Authority Websites (with in-text citations)

This section evaluates how Leicestershire County Council, Norfolk County Council, and Staffordshire County Council present and signpost Early Help information on their public websites. The assessment focuses on accessibility, clarity, structure, navigability, and overall effectiveness in communicating support services to families (Local Government Association, 2020).

1. [bookmark: _Toc214721054]Leicestershire County Council

Leicestershire County Council presents Early Help information primarily through its dedicated family services pages, which outline support pathways, referral options, and local service details (Leicestershire County Council, 2024). The website offers a structured layout, beginning with a clear definition of Early Help and an explanation of how families can access support. The use of plain language and simple categories enhances readability and supports diverse literacy levels, in line with national guidance (NSPCC, 2023). The presence of self-referral forms, downloadable documents, and direct contact options demonstrates a commitment to accessibility and transparency (Early Intervention Foundation, 2021).
Navigation within the Early Help pages is generally intuitive, supported by a top-level menu system that places children and family services prominently within the site hierarchy. The visual layout is uncluttered, allowing families to quickly identify links to parenting support, youth services, and advice for emerging needs. A strength of the Leicestershire website is its structured guidance on the Early Help assessment process, which helps families understand expectations and available interventions (Department for Education, 2023). Additionally, links to external support organisations and multi-agency resources show awareness of partnership-based working (Barnes, Stubbs and Katz, 2020).
However, there are areas for improvement. Some key documents are available only in PDF format, which may reduce accessibility for mobile users or individuals relying on assistive technologies. Information about locality teams and service availability varies in detail, which may limit clarity for those unfamiliar with council structures. Although the site offers reasonable navigation, the Early Help content requires several clicks to access, potentially creating barriers for families seeking immediate information (Smith and Bradshaw, 2019).

2. [bookmark: _Toc214721055]Norfolk County Council

Norfolk County Council adopts a highly comprehensive approach to presenting Early Help information, with a well-developed digital platform that integrates family support services into a wider safeguarding and wellbeing hub (Norfolk County Council, 2024). The Early Help content is detailed, clearly structured, and supported by explanatory sections that describe thresholds of need, referral routes, and pathways for professionals and families. The inclusion of visual icons, structured headings, and concise summaries enhances usability, making the content accessible for a broad audience (Local Government Association, 2020).
A key strength of the Norfolk website is the visibility of its Early Help offer. Information is accessible directly from the home page via prominent navigation menus, reducing the number of steps required to find relevant guidance. The content also includes scenario-based explanations and advice for recognising emerging concerns, which help families understand when Early Help may be appropriate (NSPCC, 2023). The integration of multimedia resources and interactive elements, such as online forms, guidance videos, and digital referral tools, improves user engagement and supports families who prefer a digital-first approach (Early Intervention Foundation, 2021).
Despite these strengths, some sections appear heavily oriented towards professionals, particularly those detailing statutory guidance and threshold frameworks. This may overwhelm families seeking simpler, reassurance-focused information (Turner and Müller, 2023). The volume of text in some pages may also reduce readability. Additionally, the site occasionally directs users to separate partner websites for certain services, potentially disrupting the user journey (Smith and Bradshaw, 2019).

3. [bookmark: _Toc214721056]Staffordshire County Council

Staffordshire County Council presents Early Help information through its “Family Support and Early Help” pages, which provide an accessible overview of available services (Staffordshire County Council, 2024). The website uses clear headings, concise explanations, and a straightforward design to help families understand how Early Help operates in the local area. The structure emphasises early identification, signposting, and community-based support options, aligning with the principles outlined in Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2023). The presence of contact details for local support teams and guidance on how to request help enhances practical usability (Local Government Association, 2020).
One of the strengths of the Staffordshire site is its integrated approach, combining Early Help information with broader family wellbeing content. This structure reflects the holistic principles of the Early Help system and offers parents a cohesive view of available support, including early years initiatives, family hubs, and targeted youth interventions (NSPCC, 2023). The website uses accessible language and avoids unnecessary complexity, which benefits families unfamiliar with safeguarding terminology (Barnes, Stubbs and Katz, 2020).
However, the depth of information presented is less extensive than that found on the Norfolk platform. Some pages provide only brief descriptions of services without offering detailed explanations of processes such as assessments, family action plans, or multi-agency coordination (Turner and Müller, 2023). Reliance on external links for further information may disrupt the user experience, and some sections require improved signposting to ensure families can easily locate referral procedures or understand eligibility criteria (Smith and Bradshaw, 2019). Additionally, the visual layout is less dynamic than that of other councils, which may affect user engagement, particularly among younger parents or digital-first users (Early Intervention Foundation, 2021).
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A cross-analysis of the three local authority websites shows notable differences in accessibility, depth of information, and the clarity with which Early Help is communicated to families (Local Government Association, 2020). Norfolk County Council provides the most comprehensive and visually structured Early Help offer, integrating clear pathways, interactive resources, and extensive explanations of thresholds and support options (Norfolk County Council, 2024). This demonstrates a strong commitment to transparency and digital accessibility. However, its content is occasionally weighted towards professional audiences, which may reduce its immediate family-friendly focus (Turner and Müller, 2023).
Leicestershire County Council offers a balanced approach, with clear explanations of Early Help processes, straightforward navigation, and practical tools such as referral forms and contact details (Leicestershire County Council, 2024). Its emphasis on step-by-step guidance helps families understand what Early Help entails and how to access it, reflecting good practice outlined by the Early Intervention Foundation (2022). Nevertheless, some content is less accessible due to reliance on PDFs, and certain areas contain limited contextual detail, which may restrict understanding for those unfamiliar with statutory processes (Smith and Bradshaw, 2019).
Staffordshire County Council provides accessible and user-friendly information but offers less depth than the other two authorities (Staffordshire County Council, 2024). While its content is explicit, concise, and integrated with wider family support services, the Early Help pages would benefit from more detailed explanations of assessment procedures, multi-agency involvement, and eligibility criteria (Barnes, Stubbs and Katz, 2020). The site also relies more heavily on external links, which can interrupt the flow of information and impact user engagement (NSPCC, 2023).
Comparatively, Norfolk stands out for its comprehensiveness and digital design; Leicestershire excels in clarity and practical guidance; and Staffordshire performs strongly in accessibility but requires further content expansion. Overall, Norfolk appears to be the most effective due to its structured layout, clear service pathways, and breadth of information (Local Government Association, 2020). However, all three authorities present opportunities for improvement, particularly in ensuring consistent clarity, reducing reliance on external navigation, and presenting Early Help processes in family-friendly formats (Department for Education, 2023).

[bookmark: _Toc214721058]Conclusion and Recommendations 

The analysis of the three selected local authority websites demonstrates that each council recognises the significance of Early Help as a preventative safeguarding approach. Yet, they differ in how effectively this information is communicated to families (Department for Education, 2023). Norfolk County Council presents the most detailed and visually structured digital offer, reflecting strong strategic alignment with national Early Help expectations (Norfolk County Council, 2024). Leicestershire County Council provides clear explanations and practical tools that support understanding, although improvements in accessibility and consistency would enhance user experience (Leicestershire County Council, 2024). Staffordshire County Council offers straightforward, approachable content but requires more depth and clearer signposting to fully support family engagement (Staffordshire County Council, 2024).
To strengthen the accessibility and effectiveness of their Early Help communication, several recommendations can be made. All three councils would benefit from presenting Early Help information using clearer visual pathways, enabling families to understand support options with minimal navigation (Local Government Association, 2020). Reducing reliance on downloadable documents and providing mobile-friendly, in-page explanations would improve digital inclusion (Early Intervention Foundation, 2021). Each authority should also expand explanations of assessment processes, eligibility, and multi-agency involvement, ensuring that families can confidently understand what to expect (Turner and Müller, 2023). Greater emphasis on family-friendly language, scenario-based examples, and integrated contact pathways would further enhance clarity (NSPCC, 2023). Consistently structured online information will ultimately support early identification, encourage help-seeking, and strengthen preventative safeguarding practice (Barnes, Stubbs and Katz, 2020).
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