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1. [bookmark: _Toc231224191]Introduction
Modern families face multifaceted and overlapping problems such as financial difficulties, anxiety, poor relationships, and unstable housing (Azhar, Saleem and Iftikhar, 2025). Preventative safeguarding is key to prioritising children's and family services and is the primary role in Early Help plan (Department for Education, 2022), intervene and prevent issues from becoming more serious. Over the years, as public services become increasingly digitalised, local authority websites have become one of the main channels that families can use to access information, guidance and support (Mcleod, 2016). This means that how effective online communication is can have an impact on the rate of families accessing support services at an early age. This report assesses whether Early Help and wider family support services in the County Councils of Leicestershire, Norfolk and Staffordshire are communicated effectively in a manner that is consistent with the principles set out within the Early Help System Guide (Department for Education, 2022) and Working Together to Safeguard Children (UK Government, 2026).
2. [bookmark: _Toc231224192]The Early Help System as a Preventive Safeguarding Strategy
Early Help is support offered from the earliest that difficulties are identified to support children, young people and families to ensure they achieve the best possible outcomes prior to the need for statutory assistance (Figure 1). Early Help takes a preventative approach, identifying a need as early as possible and coordinating support so that actions respond to need rather than risk (Department for Education, 2022). This is consistent with the broader framework of safeguarding and advice that actions to prevent harm and achieve good outcomes are taken as early as possible.
Early Help can help to build children's wellbeing and development, to improve how families work together, and to build family resilience, and its role in preventing escalation (Department for Education, 2022). The study by the Department for Education, NSPCC (2026) and Ofsted (Action for Children (2023) indicates that early intervention not only helps to minimise the long-term social and emotional outcomes of families experiencing unmet needs but also has a better chance of achieving more sustainable outcomes. Additionally, the Local Government Association (2019) reports that the health of Early Help systems allows services to address multiple and connected family issues.
[image: ]Effective Early Help, however, will not only require the services to be available, but also for families to easily access the services. Early Help to a family can never be successful if they do not know how to access it, understand it or know how to navigate it. The role of local authority websites in disseminating Early Help, for this reason, is an important safeguarding activity (Department for Education, 2022). Consideration of the effectiveness of website signposting of support gives a clear idea of the successful uptake of principles of Early Help.
Figure 1: Early Help System (Source: Department for Education, 2022)

3. [bookmark: _Toc231224193]Multi-Agency Working and Family Support
Multi-agency working is a term reserved for the coordinated work among different professionals and organisations to protect and promote children's and families' welfare. Working Together to Safeguard Children (UK Government, 2026) focuses on the need for partnership working with agencies, a shared responsibility for safeguarding and the need for information to be shared in a timely manner. The Early Help system is working effectively, where collaboration allows for needs to be identified and acted upon before problems become statutory concerns (NSPCC, 2026).
Early Help is provided by a variety of professionals such as schools, health visitors, the GP, social services, police and voluntary sector agencies (Figure 1). All funding agencies have areas of specialism and resources that add to the understanding of the family context. Seamless interventions are linked to better outcomes through alleviating duplication of services, enhancing collaborations, and prioritising the timely provision of support to families (McCarthy and Guerin, 2021; Department for Education, 2025).
The effective provision of Early Help is, however, dependent on the level of service but also on understanding for families as to how they can access such support (Department for Education, 2022). Local authority websites are, therefore, vital sources of information about referrals, occupation roles and interventions. From a safeguarding perspective, a lack of effective signposting to digital information or support services could result in delays to accessing support, which could impact the preventative nature of Early Help (UK Government, 2026).
4. [bookmark: _Toc231224194]Analytical Framework for Website Evaluation
The three local authority websites have been evaluated against a set of five criteria based on the Early Help System Guide (Department for Education, 2022), Working Together to Safeguard Children (UK Government, 2026), the guidance for family hubs published by the Department for Education, and the recommendations of the Local Government Association and Ofsted. The criteria used were access to information, language clarity, multi-agency support evident on the website, easy referral and family support information. These criteria can be used to assess not only the website design but also the extent to which each authority communicates principles about Early Help and is able to provide support for children, young people and families proactively at earlier stages.
5. [bookmark: _Toc231224195]Evaluation of Local Authority Websites
5.1. [bookmark: _Toc231224196]Leicestershire County Council
There is a wide selection of information in Leicestershire County Council (2026) about Early Help, family support, parenting, special educational needs and safeguarding. This breadth demonstrates the preventative principles of the Early Help System Guide, helping to signpost families to support before they need statutory support (Figure 2). Accessibility is considered moderate as certain Early Help services may require multiple webpages to be accessed to find specific services. Language tends to be simple, family-friendly and comprehensive, although there is some fragmentation of referral, assessment and professional involvement information.

[image: ]Consequently, there are signs of multi-agency working on the website, with links to family support services and partner organisations. However, the multi-agency links between health, education and social care are sometimes not specified. While fully supporting integrated partnership responses as outlined in Working Together to Safeguard Children (UK Government, 2026), this restricts users' understanding in relation to how this can be supported across agencies. As such, despite the extensive information available in Leicestershire, digital communication is not as effective as it could be in ensuring families make rapid progress towards suitable support. This can be challenging for families during crisis, stress and digital exclusion when access to information is always urgently needed.Figure 2: Leicestershire's family support categories demonstrating extensive service provision

5.2. [bookmark: _Toc231224197]Norfolk County Council
Early Help information is made very accessible and user-friendly in Norfolk County Council (2026). It has simple wording, clear headings and straightforward pathways through the site, so that families can readily learn about the available support and where to access it (Figure 3). This has followed positive signs, indicating the importance of communication that is accessible for people who are reaching out early, and to avoid increases in need. The referral process is also relatively straightforward, minimising barriers to access.
[image: ]Figure 3: Norfolk's simplified referral pathway for accessing Early Help support




























The simplicity of the website, however, can sometimes result in less information than one may seek. Families are able to know what to do to access support; however, there is less detail on how the different agencies work together in the Early Help process. Consequently, the level of multi-agency working is in the middle of the midline. This is important in the context of their emphasis in Working Together to Safeguard Children (UK Government, 2026) on coordinated professional responses for better outcomes for children and families. Therefore, Norfolk is good at being accessible and clear, but not as good at providing information on the complexity of partnership working and referral arrangements that support Early Help interventions.
5.3. [bookmark: _Toc231224198]Staffordshire County Council
[image: ]Staffordshire County Council (2026) shows the highest overall performance in relation to the evaluation framework. Information is structured using a Family Hub approach with clear pathways enabling families to access support easily (Figure 4).























Figure 4: Staffordshire Family Hub model illustrating integrated family support services

Navigation is simple, contact routes are clearly seen, and services are organised by what is necessary for the family, not by organisers. This will increase access and help complete the preventative aims of Early Help, which offer the family access to services that they can use in a relatively short time.
The website also offers superb visibility of multi-agency working. Family Hubs also join together to support relating to parenting, health, education, wellbeing and safeguarding, so that service users can get an understanding of how services work together. Unlike the other authorities, Staffordshire has a clear implementation of the link between support needs and coordinated responses to services, which aligns with the collaborative approach endorsed by Working Together to Safeguard Children (UK Government, 2026). In addition, the website is easy to navigate and outlines referral pathways clearly and how families can reach support once identified with concern. This reflects the Department for Education and Ofsted (2020) recommendations on integrated family support models and the Local Government Association guidance broadly (HM Government, 2022). So, in Staffordshire, the commitment to Early Help is best applied by digital communication and best seen in practice as partnership working.
6. [bookmark: _Toc231224199]Comparative Analysis
Table 1 (Appendix A) summarises a comparative assessment of the three local authority websites against key areas on effective communication of early help. The comparison highlights some key differences in how Early Help is understood by each authority and represented in family-friendly digital information.
There’s a distinct trend in the three websites. The fullest range of information and support pathways highlights the whole family approach to family support in Leicestershire. The quantity of information can also make it less easy to navigate, which may impede immediate access to help-seeking by families. Norfolk focuses on accessibility with clear language and simplified navigation, thus making information easier for non-specialist users to understand. However, the presentation does not show referral processes and multi-agency involvement.
Staffordshire has the best accessibility, the widest range of services and the most partnership working. The website is explicitly linking the family issues with the services that are available and with pathways to access the services, thus allowing visitors to navigate from problem to service. This reflects the preventative goals of the Early Help System Guide (Department for Education, 2022) and cohesive intentions as described in Working Together to Safeguard Children (UK Government, 2026).
The important difference is the prominence of multi-agency working. All three authorities reinforce that the family will be supported, but Staffordshire are better at illustrating how professionals and services join up to address the needs of the family. It therefore most clearly follows the principles of Early Help and is the most effective and accessible website overall.
7. [bookmark: _Toc231224200]Conclusion and Recommendations
The report concluded that all three local authorities deliver information on Early Help principles, and there is access to family support services in compliance with the aims of preventative safeguarding. There are, however, key differences in information’s signposting to families, access and understanding. The quality of communication has important consequences in relation to timely intervention, when local authority websites increasingly act as gateways that support.
Out of these three authorities, Staffordshire had the most effective. It had a visible Family Hub model and outstanding reference pathways, demonstrating the collaborative practices described in Working Together to Safeguard Children. Leicestershire focused on information breadth, and Norfolk focused on information simplicity, but not as much detail about service integration.
Local authorities should develop visible referral pathway maps, offer brief videos illustrating the Early Help processes and boost the visibility of partner agencies that deliver support (UNICEF, 2026). There may be a subsequent benefit to services by improved digital signposting in terms of early engagement with services, therefore lowering the risk of family difficulties escalating to statutory intervention.
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[bookmark: _Toc231224202]Appendix
Table 1: Comparative Evaluation of Leicestershire, Norfolk and Staffordshire Local Authority Websites Against Key Early Help Communication and Accessibility Criteria.
	Criteria
	Leicestershire
	Norfolk
	Staffordshire

	Ease of navigation
	Moderate
	Good
	Excellent

	Plain English communication
	Good
	Excellent
	Very Good

	Referral visibility
	Good
	Moderate
	Excellent

	Family Hub integration
	Moderate
	Good
	Excellent

	Multi-agency communication
	Moderate
	Moderate
	Excellent

	Range of support services
	Excellent
	Good
	Excellent

	Overall effectiveness
	Good
	Very Good
	Excellent
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