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An Evaluation of Early Help and Family Support Signposting Across Three Local Authority Websites
Introduction
Early Help is an important approach within health and social care that aims to identify and support children, young people, and families before difficulties become more serious. Families may experience challenges such as financial hardship, poor mental health, domestic abuse, disability, relationship problems, or difficulties affecting children’s education and development. Providing support at an early stage can improve family wellbeing, strengthen resilience, and reduce the need for more intensive interventions (Selwyn, 2022).
This report evaluates how Early Help and family support services are presented and signposted through three Local Authority websites: Gloucestershire County Council, Birmingham City Council, and Manchester City Council. The evaluation focuses on accessibility, clarity of information, practical support options, and the strengths and limitations of each website.
The report will first explain the importance of Early Help and multi-agency working, drawing on the Early Help System Guide and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023. It will then critically evaluate each Local Authority website before comparing their effectiveness and providing recommendations for improving online access to Early Help services.
Explanation of Early Help
Early Help refers to support provided to children, young people, and families when difficulties first appear or when there is a risk of problems developing. According to the Department for Education (2023), Early Help is based on the principle that timely support can improve outcomes and prevent challenges from becoming more complex (Research in Practice, 2022).
The main purpose of Early Help is prevention. Rather than waiting until families experience crisis situations, services aim to identify concerns early and provide appropriate assistance. Early Help recognises that families may require support at different points in their lives and that early intervention can help them develop confidence, skills, and resilience (NSPCC, 2026) .
Families may need Early Help for various reasons, including parenting difficulties, children experiencing problems at school, mental health concerns, unemployment, housing difficulties, or domestic abuse. These issues can often overlap and increase pressure on families. Therefore, effective Early Help focuses on the needs of the whole family rather than addressing only one specific issue.
The Early Help System Guide highlights the importance of partnership between professionals, families, and communities. Families should be actively involved in identifying their needs and developing solutions. This strengths-based approach recognises that families often have existing abilities and resources that can be supported and developed.
Early Help also contributes to safeguarding by identifying concerns before they increase. Safeguarding is not only about responding to serious harm but also about prevention and early identification of risks. When difficulties are recognised early, professionals can provide support that reduces the likelihood of escalation (Chambers, Cantrell and Booth, 2021).
Local Authorities have an important role in ensuring families know how to access available support. As many people now search online for advice, Local Authority websites must provide clear, accessible, and accurate information. Effective Early Help webpages should explain what support is available, who can access it, how to request help, and what happens after contacting services. If information is unclear or difficult to find, vulnerable families may experience additional barriers.
Explanation of Multi-Agency Working
Multi-agency working involves different organisations working together to support children, young people, and families. This approach is essential within Early Help because family difficulties are often complex and cannot be effectively addressed by one service alone.
Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 emphasises the importance of collaboration between agencies, including Local Authority services, schools, healthcare professionals, police, housing services, voluntary organisations, and community groups. Each organisation contributes different expertise, allowing professionals to develop a better understanding of family circumstances (Department for Education, 2026).
A key benefit of multi-agency working is earlier identification of needs. For example, teachers may notice changes in a child’s behaviour or attendance, while healthcare professionals may identify concerns relating to emotional wellbeing. Sharing information appropriately allows families to receive earlier and more coordinated support (Dixon et al., 2022).
Another advantage is that partnership working reduces duplication. Without effective communication, families may have to repeatedly explain their situation to different organisations. A coordinated approach ensures professionals work towards shared goals and provides consistent support.
Multi-agency working also supports family involvement. Effective Early Help encourages families to participate in assessments and planning rather than professionals making decisions without their input. This helps build trust and increases engagement with services (Department for Education, 2026).
However, challenges can occur, including differences between organisations, communication difficulties, and concerns around information sharing. Professionals must balance confidentiality with the responsibility to share relevant information to protect children (Dixon et al., 2022).
Successful multi-agency working requires strong leadership, clear communication, shared responsibilities, and effective coordination. Overall, partnership working is central to Early Help because it ensures families receive support based on their individual needs.
Evaluation of Gloucestershire County Council Early Help Website
Gloucestershire County Council provides Early Help information through its Children, Young People and Families services. The website explains Early Help and Targeted Support and provides information about Family Hubs, which bring different services together to support families.
A major strength of the Gloucestershire website is that Early Help information is relatively easy to locate. The website clearly separates children and family services, helping parents, carers, and professionals identify relevant information quickly. The language used is generally clear and avoids excessive professional terminology.
Another strength is the range of practical support available. The website provides information relating to parenting advice, health and wellbeing, and community services. This is valuable because families often need clear guidance about what help is available and how to access it (Gloucestershire County Council, 2026).
The focus on Family Hubs also demonstrates strong partnership working. By connecting families with different services, Gloucestershire recognises that family challenges often require support from several organisations .
However, the amount of information provided could become overwhelming for some users, particularly families experiencing stress. A clearer step-by-step guide explaining what families should do when they need help could improve accessibility (Gloucestershire Children’s Partnership, 2015).
Overall, Gloucestershire provides an effective Early Help website because it combines clear explanations with practical support options. Its focus on family-centred support reflects the principles of Early Help.
Evaluation of Birmingham City Council Early Help Website
Birmingham City Council provides Early Help information through its children and family services. As one of the largest Local Authorities in the UK, Birmingham supports a diverse population with a wide range of social and economic needs.
A key strength of Birmingham’s website is the variety of support information available. Families can access information about parenting support, education, safeguarding, and community services. This reflects the importance of providing a broad Early Help offer that recognises different family circumstances.
The website also demonstrates a commitment to early intervention by providing information that allows families and professionals to seek support before problems become more serious. This aligns with the Early Help System Guide’s focus on prevention and coordinated support.
However, the size of Birmingham’s website can make navigation difficult. Families unfamiliar with Local Authority structures may struggle to identify the correct pathway for Early Help support. Although information is available, users may need clearer direction about what action to take.
The website could also benefit from more family-focused communication, including simpler explanations, frequently asked questions, and visual guides. These improvements would make services easier to access for families with different levels of digital confidence.
Overall, Birmingham provides a wide range of Early Help services, but improving navigation and simplifying information would strengthen accessibility (Birmingham City Council, 2024).

Evaluation of Manchester City Council Early Help Website
Manchester City Council provides Early Help information as part of its wider support for children, young people, and families. The website explains the importance of working with families and partner organisations to identify needs and provide appropriate support.
One strength of Manchester’s approach is its focus on partnership working. The website reflects the principle that families may require support from multiple agencies depending on their circumstances. This links closely with Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023, which identifies collaboration as essential for effective safeguarding.
The website also demonstrates awareness of assessment and personalised support planning. Effective Early Help requires professionals to understand each family’s circumstances rather than providing a standard response to every situation.
Another positive aspect is Manchester’s focus on helping families access suitable services rather than expecting them to manage difficulties independently. This reflects a strengths-based approach that encourages resilience and independence.
However, the website could be improved by making information easier to understand for families who are unfamiliar with Early Help services. Some users may require clearer explanations of what Early Help means and what happens after requesting support.
Additional resources such as videos, translated information, and simple guides could improve accessibility for families with different communication needs (Manchester City Council, 2026).
Overall, Manchester demonstrates a strong understanding of partnership working and personalised support, although improvements in presentation could make services easier to access.
Comparative Analysis of the Three Websites
The evaluation of Gloucestershire, Birmingham, and Manchester shows that all three Local Authorities recognise Early Help as a preventative approach that supports families before difficulties escalate.
Gloucestershire provides the strongest online experience because information is clearly organised and strongly connected to practical family support through Family Hubs. The website balances explanations of Early Help with clear information about available services.
Manchester demonstrates particular strength in promoting partnership working and personalised support. However, clearer guidance for families accessing Early Help for the first time would improve usability.
Birmingham provides a wide range of services due to the size and diversity of the city. However, the large amount of information can make navigation challenging. Families may benefit from a simpler pathway directing them towards appropriate support.
A common strength across all three websites is their recognition that Early Help involves prevention, family involvement, and partnership working. However, all websites could improve by presenting information more from the perspective of families rather than professionals.
Overall, Gloucestershire provides the most effective online signposting because it combines accessibility, practical resources, and clear explanations.
Recommendations
Based on the evaluation, three recommendations can be made.
Firstly, Local Authorities should make Early Help information more visible from their homepage. A clear “Need Help?” section would allow families to access support more quickly.
Secondly, websites should use more accessible communication methods, including simpler language, videos, translated information, and step-by-step guidance explaining how families can request support.
Thirdly, Local Authorities should regularly review online information to ensure referral pathways, contact details, and available services remain accurate.
Conclusion
Early Help plays a vital role in supporting children, young people, and families by identifying difficulties early and providing appropriate assistance before problems become more serious. Effective Early Help depends on strong relationships between families and professionals, as well as successful multi-agency working across health, social care, education, and community services.
The evaluation of three Local Authority websites demonstrates that each provides valuable Early Help information, although accessibility differs. Gloucestershire provides the strongest online approach due to its clear structure and practical support resources. Birmingham and Manchester also provide important services but could improve by simplifying navigation and making information more family-focused.
Overall, Local Authority websites are an essential tool for connecting families with Early Help services. Improving accessibility, communication, and online guidance can ensure more families receive timely support and achieve better outcomes.
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