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Introduction
Families can face a range of challenges at different points in their lives, including financial difficulties, housing problems, emotional wellbeing concerns and issues relating to children's behaviour or development. Accessing support at the earliest possible stage is important because it can prevent these challenges from becoming more serious and reduce the need for statutory intervention. Early Help aims to provide practical support for children, young people and their families as soon as concerns are identified, promoting positive outcomes through coordinated support from different services (Department for Education, 2024).
Local authority websites play an important role in helping families understand what support is available and how it can be accessed. Many parents will look online before contacting professionals, making clear and accessible information essential. Websites should explain what Early Help involves, identify who the service is for and provide straightforward guidance on referral routes and available support. Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2023) also highlights the importance of agencies working together to identify concerns early and provide families with timely support before problems escalate.
This report examines how effectively three local authority websites communicate information about Early Help to families. The websites selected are Norfolk County Council, Nottinghamshire County Council and Southwark Council. The report explains the purpose of the Early Help system, considers the importance of multi-agency working and evaluates each website before comparing their strengths and weaknesses. Recommendations are then provided for improving how local authorities communicate Early Help and family support services online.
What is the Early Help System?
Early Help is a voluntary approach that provides support to children, young people and their families as soon as difficulties begin to emerge, rather than waiting until problems become more serious. The aim is to identify needs at an early stage and provide the right support to improve outcomes, reduce risk and prevent families from reaching the point where statutory intervention becomes necessary (Department for Education, 2024).
The Early Help System Guide (Department for Education, 2024) explains that Early Help should be centred around the needs of the whole family. Instead of focusing on a single issue, professionals work with families to identify their strengths as well as the challenges they may be experiencing. Support may include help with parenting, school attendance, emotional wellbeing, financial difficulties, housing concerns or access to community services. This personalised approach recognises that every family's circumstances are different and that support should be tailored to meet their individual needs.
Early Help is most effective when families can access information easily and understand what support is available. Parents may not always recognise that they need help, or they may worry about asking for support because they fear being judged. The NSPCC (2024) states that providing help early can prevent concerns from escalating and improve outcomes for children by addressing difficulties before they become more complex. This makes it essential for local authorities to communicate information clearly so that families feel confident accessing services at the earliest opportunity.
The development of Family Hubs has also strengthened the delivery of Early Help by bringing together a range of services in one place, making support easier for families to access. The Department for Education (2024) highlights that Family Hubs encourage joined-up working between professionals while providing a welcoming environment where families can seek advice without needing to navigate multiple services. As a result, clear information on local authority websites is an important part of helping families understand what Early Help is, how it works and how they can access support when they need it.
Multi-agency Working
Early Help relies on effective multi-agency working because families often need support from more than one service at the same time. Instead of working independently, professionals share information and work together to identify needs, plan support and monitor progress. This joined-up approach helps ensure that families receive the right support at the right time, reducing the risk of problems becoming more serious.
Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2023) states that safeguarding and promoting the welfare of children is a shared responsibility. Professionals including teachers, health visitors, GPs, social workers, school nurses, police officers and voluntary organisations all have a role in recognising concerns and responding appropriately. By sharing information and communicating effectively, agencies can develop a better understanding of a family's circumstances and provide coordinated support that reflects their individual needs.
The Early Intervention Foundation, now known as Foundations (2023), also highlights that early intervention is most successful when services work collaboratively rather than in isolation. Families often experience a combination of challenges, such as financial pressures, poor mental health, housing difficulties or concerns about a child's education. A coordinated response allows professionals to address these issues together instead of focusing on only one aspect of a family's circumstances.
Family Hubs have become an important part of this approach by bringing together professionals from different organisations in one place, making services easier for families to access. The Local Government Association (2023) explains that integrated working can improve communication between agencies while providing families with a more straightforward route to support. This reduces confusion and encourages earlier engagement with services.
As local authority websites are often the first point of contact for families, they should clearly explain how different agencies work together and what support is available. Parents should be able to understand who may be involved in supporting them, how referrals are made and what they can expect from the Early Help process. Providing this information clearly can help families feel more confident about seeking support before their difficulties escalate.
Norfolk County Council Website Evaluation 
Norfolk County Council provides a clear and well-organised Early Help webpage that is easy for families to navigate. Information is presented in a logical order, beginning with an explanation of what Early Help is before outlining the different types of support available. This helps parents understand the purpose of the service before deciding whether it is appropriate for their family's circumstances (Norfolk County Council, n.d).
One of the main strengths of the website is its use of straightforward language. Technical terms are kept to a minimum, making the information accessible to people who may have little knowledge of children's services. The website also explains that Early Help is voluntary and focuses on supporting families before difficulties become more serious. This reflects the principles set out in the Early Help System Guide, which emphasises the importance of providing timely support that is centred around the needs of children and families (Department for Education, 2024).
The website also provides useful information about the range of support available, including advice for parents, family support services and referral pathways. Signposting to related services helps users explore additional support without having to search elsewhere, creating a more joined-up experience for families.
Nottinghamshire County Council Website Evaluation 
Nottinghamshire County Council provides a comprehensive Early Help webpage that offers families detailed information about the support available. The website clearly explains that Early Help is designed to assist families before problems become more serious and emphasises that support is based on individual needs rather than a one-size-fits-all approach (Nottinghamshire County Council, n.d).
A key strength of the website is the amount of practical information it provides. Families are given an overview of the different services available, alongside information about how professionals work together to coordinate support. This helps reinforce the importance of partnership working, which is a central principle of Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2023). The website also provides links to additional services, allowing parents to explore further sources of support if required.
However, the amount of information presented may feel overwhelming for some users. Although the content is detailed, parents accessing the website during a stressful period may struggle to identify the most relevant information quickly. Breaking longer sections into shorter headings, using more visual elements and including a simple summary of the referral process could improve accessibility and help families find support more efficiently.
Southwark Council Website Evaluation 
Southwark Council provides a user-friendly Early Help webpage that clearly outlines the purpose of the service and the support available to children, young people and their families. The information is organised into manageable sections, making it relatively easy for users to navigate and locate relevant guidance. The website explains that Early Help aims to provide support before concerns escalate, helping families understand that seeking help at an early stage is both positive and encouraged (Southwark Council, n.d).
One of the website's main strengths is its emphasis on accessibility. The language used is straightforward and avoids unnecessary professional terminology, making the information suitable for a wide audience. Parents are provided with clear explanations of the types of support available and how different services can work together to meet the needs of the whole family. This reflects the family-centred approach promoted within the Early Help System Guide (Department for Education, 2024).
The website also includes clear contact details and links to related services, allowing families to access additional support without needing to search across multiple webpages. This improves the overall user experience and helps ensure that families can find appropriate information quickly when they need it.
Comparative Analysis 
Although all three local authority websites provide information about Early Help, there are noticeable differences in how effectively they communicate this information to families. Each website explains the purpose of Early Help and signposts users towards relevant support services. However, the clarity of information, ease of navigation and level of detail vary considerably.
Norfolk County Council provides the clearest overall structure. Information is organised logically, beginning with an explanation of Early Help before introducing the available services and referral pathways. This makes it easy for parents to understand both the purpose of Early Help and how to access support. The website also uses plain language, making it suitable for families who may have little previous knowledge of children's services. This reflects the principles outlined in the Early Help System Guide, which highlights the importance of providing accessible information that enables families to seek support at the earliest opportunity (Department for Education, 2024).
Nottinghamshire County Council offers the most detailed information of the three websites. Families are given a thorough explanation of available services, partnership working and local support. While this provides a comprehensive overview, the amount of information may feel overwhelming for some users, particularly parents experiencing stress or crisis. Presenting key information more concisely, supported by visual summaries or frequently asked questions, could improve accessibility without reducing the quality of the content.
Southwark Council strikes a balance between accessibility and detail. The website is straightforward to navigate and uses clear, family-friendly language throughout. Contact information and links to related services are easy to locate, helping families move quickly between different forms of support. However, like the other two websites, it provides limited information about what families should expect once they have contacted Early Help. Explaining the referral journey in more detail could help reduce uncertainty and encourage earlier engagement with services.
Across all three websites, there is a shared commitment to promoting Early Help as a voluntary, family-centred service. This reflects national guidance, which emphasises early intervention, partnership working and support tailored to the individual needs of families (Department for Education, 2023). However, each website could strengthen communication by providing clearer explanations of the referral process, incorporating more visual resources and ensuring information is easily accessible on mobile devices. These improvements would support the collaborative approach promoted by the Local Government Association (2023), helping families understand not only what Early Help is, but also how to access support confidently and at the earliest opportunity.
Conclusion and Recommendations 
From looking at all three websites, it is clear that they could all make it easier for families to understand what Early Help involves and how they can access support. One improvement would be to include a simple step-by-step guide showing what happens after a referral is made. For parents who may be worried or unsure about asking for help, this could make the process feel much less intimidating.
The websites could also make better use of visual resources, such as flowcharts, short videos and frequently asked questions, instead of relying mainly on written information. These would be quicker to understand and could make the websites more engaging, especially for parents who are accessing information during stressful situations. It would also be helpful if local authorities regularly checked that their websites worked well on mobile phones, as many people now use their phones rather than a computer to search for information.
Another area for improvement would be making information available in different languages and offering more accessibility features so that all families can understand the support available, regardless of their background or individual needs. This would help remove some of the barriers that stop families from asking for support.
Lucas (2021) suggests that there are differences in how Early Help is delivered and explained across local authorities in England. Because of this, providing clearer and more consistent information on local authority websites could help families understand the support available and encourage them to seek help before their difficulties become more serious.
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