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An Analysis of How UK Local Authority Websites Signpost the ‘Early Help’ System to Families
Introduction
This report will critically examine how Early Help and wider family support services are communicated through local authority websites. Early Help is a preventative system designed to identify emerging needs and provide timely support before difficulties escalate (Department for Education, 2023). Central to its effectiveness is multi‑agency working, where professionals from health, education, social care, and voluntary sectors collaborate to deliver coordinated interventions for children and families (NSPCC, 2023a). The analysis evaluates three local authorities Norfolk County Council, Staffordshire County Council, and Leeds City Council by considering the accessibility, clarity, and effectiveness of their online information. Norfolk demonstrates inclusivity through a wide range of resources but suffers from fragmented navigation. Staffordshire provides a centralised directory that streamlines access, yet lacks explicit Early Help branding. Leeds integrates Early Help into a child‑centred narrative, offering clarity and coherence. A comparative analysis highlights the strengths and weaknesses of each authority, concluding that Leeds presents the most effective and accessible communication model.
Early help system
The Early Help system is a preventative framework designed to support children, young people, and families when difficulties first arise, before they escalate into crises requiring statutory intervention (Department for Education, 2022). It is voluntary, meaning families choose to engage, and it focuses on building resilience, reducing risks, and empowering families to find sustainable solutions. Early Help is not a single service but a coordinated approach that draws together schools, health services, housing providers, voluntary organisations, and local authority teams (Ofsted, 2023). By acting early, professionals can address issues such as poor school attendance, parenting challenges, or emotional wellbeing concerns in a timely and proportionate way.
Central to the process is the Early Help Assessment (EHA), which provides a structured way of understanding the family’s needs holistically. This assessment is collaborative, ensuring that the family’s voice is heard and their strengths are recognised alongside areas where support is needed. From the assessment, a plan is developed that sets out clear actions and responsibilities, often involving multiple agencies working together (Department for Education, 2022). Interventions can range from parenting programmes and emotional wellbeing support to practical help with housing, financial advice, or access to community activities. The flexibility of the system allows it to adapt to the unique circumstances of each family, ensuring that support is relevant and effective.
The importance of Early Help lies in its ability to improve long-term outcomes for children and families. By intervening early, it reduces the demand on statutory services, avoids more intrusive interventions, and fosters independence rather than dependency. National programmes such as Supporting Families highlight the government’s vision for a “mature” Early Help system, encouraging consistency across local areas (NSPCC, 2023a). Ultimately, Early Help bridges the gap between universal services and statutory intervention, placing the wellbeing of children and families at the centre of practice.
Multi-Agency working 
Multi‑agency working refers to the collaborative approach where professionals from different sectors and disciplines come together to provide coordinated support for children, families, and vulnerable adults. Rather than operating in isolation, agencies such as health services, education, social care, housing, police, and voluntary organisations share information, expertise, and resources to address complex needs holistically. This approach recognises that no single service can meet all the challenges families face, and that effective safeguarding and support depend on cooperation across organisational boundaries (MASH, 2025).
At the heart of multi‑agency working is the principle of early identification and intervention. By pooling knowledge and perspectives, professionals can spot risks sooner and design integrated plans that reflect the full picture of a child or family’s circumstances (NSPCC, 2023b). For example, a school may notice attendance issues, while a GP identifies health concerns, and housing officers highlight overcrowding. When these insights are combined, the response is more comprehensive and tailored. Mechanisms such as multi‑agency safeguarding hubs (MASH), team‑around‑the‑child meetings, and shared assessments like the Early Help Assessment provide structured ways to coordinate this work (Home Office, 2014).
The benefits of multi‑agency working are significant. It improves outcomes by ensuring families receive timely, joined‑up support, reduces duplication of effort, and builds trust between services and communities. It also strengthens accountability, as agencies are collectively responsible for safeguarding and promoting wellbeing (Kendall, 2024). However, effective collaboration requires clear communication, shared protocols, and respect for professional roles. National guidance such as Working Together to Safeguard Children emphasises that safeguarding is everyone’s responsibility, and multi‑agency working is the cornerstone of a system that protects and empowers families (HM Government, 2023).
Evaluation and Comparative Analysis of Early Help Communication Across Three Local Authorities 
Norfolk County Council
Norfolk situates Early Help within its wider Children and Families section, directing users to the Norfolk Community Directory. This directory is extensive, offering families access to childcare, parenting programmes, and community support groups (Norfolk County Council, 2024). The strength of Norfolk’s approach lies in this inclusivity families can explore a broad spectrum of resources in one place, reflecting the county’s commitment to comprehensive provision. This aligns with statutory expectations that Early Help should be available across a continuum of need, from universal services to targeted support (Department for Education, 2023).
However, Norfolk’s communication is weakened by fragmented navigation. Early Help is not clearly signposted as a distinct offer, and families may need to click through multiple pages before reaching relevant information. For parents or carers already under stress, this complexity risks discouragement and disengagement. The absence of a clearly defined Early Help section reduces accessibility and clarity, making it harder for families to distinguish preventative support from general community services. Norfolk’s website demonstrates commitment to provision, but its communication style risks overwhelming families who need straightforward guidance.
Staffordshire County Council
Staffordshire adopts a more centralised approach through Staffordshire Connects, a directory consolidating health, care, and family services. This centralisation is a clear strength, reducing duplication and making it easier for families to locate support. The site is practical and service-oriented, with clear links to fostering, SEND services, and early intervention (Staffordshire County Council , n.d.). Families benefit from a streamlined experience, as the directory acts as a one-stop shop for a wide range of needs. This efficiency reflects best practice guidance, which emphasises the importance of integrated systems that reduce barriers to access (Local Government Association, 2020).
However, Staffordshire’s communication of Early Help is weakened by the lack of explicit branding. While services are available, families may not immediately recognise which ones fall under the Early Help umbrella. This absence of a distinct identity can limit understanding of what Early Help is and how it differs from statutory or crisis intervention. The directory is efficient in structure but weaker in clarity, meaning families may access services without fully grasping the preventative ethos of Early Help. This risks undermining the statutory expectation that families should understand Early Help as distinct from child protection or statutory intervention (NSPCC, 2023a).
Leeds City Council
Leeds provides the most integrated and accessible model of communication. Its Children and Families section directly references safeguarding, child protection, fostering, and initiatives such as Child Friendly Leeds. Early Help is embedded within a clear narrative of family support, with links to practical programmes like Healthy Holidays and the Leeds Directory (Leeds City Council, 2019). The language used is approachable, positioning Early Help as part of a compassionate, child-centred city vision. This framing makes Early Help easier to understand and more approachable for families, who can see how it fits into a wider commitment to wellbeing.
The strength of Leeds’ approach lies in its clarity and ethos. Families can easily understand what Early Help is, how it benefits them, and where to access it. The framing of Early Help within a broader child-friendly strategy makes the information coherent and approachable. Weaknesses are less pronounced, though some services are spread across multiple initiatives, requiring families to explore different pages. Nonetheless, the overall presentation is cohesive, integrated, and highly accessible. Leeds demonstrates how Early Help can be communicated not just as a service, but as part of a wider vision for family wellbeing, reflecting the statutory emphasis on a child-centred, whole-family approach (Department for Education, 2022).

Comparative Analysis
Examining information across the three authorities reveals significant differences in accessibility and clarity. Norfolk offers a broad range of resources through its Community Directory, yet Early Help is not clearly defined or separated from general services. This lack of distinction makes it harder for families to identify preventative support and understand its purpose. Staffordshire centralises services effectively via Staffordshire Connects, which improves navigation and efficiency. However, Early Help lacks distinct branding and identity, meaning families may access services without fully appreciating the preventative ethos underpinning them. Leeds, by contrast, integrates Early Help into a wider family support narrative, using clear language and child-centred framing to make its preventative nature explicit and approachable.
The comparison highlights how structural and linguistic choices shape family engagement. Norfolk’s fragmented navigation risks overwhelming families, Staffordshire’s centralisation enhances usability but reduces clarity, and Leeds’ integrated narrative combines accessibility with ethos. Leeds demonstrates best practice by embedding Early Help within a compassionate, city-wide vision, making it coherent and practical. Norfolk and Staffordshire provide valuable resources, but their communication styles risk families overlooking the preventative purpose of Early Help. Leeds ensures families recognise Early Help as a distinct, integrated service, supported by clear language and child-centred framing. This reflects the statutory expectation that Early Help should be communicated as part of a continuum of support, accessible to all families and clearly differentiated from statutory intervention (Department for Education, 2023).
Conclusion 
The evaluation of Norfolk, Staffordshire, and Leeds local authority websites demonstrates how differences in communication strategies directly influence the accessibility and effectiveness of Early Help and wider family support services. Norfolk County Council shows a strong commitment to inclusivity by offering families a broad range of resources through its Community Directory. However, fragmented navigation and the absence of clear signposting for Early Help reduce its impact, leaving families at risk of confusion when distinguishing preventative support from general community services. Staffordshire County Council provides a more centralised and efficient model through Staffordshire Connects, streamlining access and reducing duplication. Yet, without explicit Early Help branding, families may not fully understand the preventative ethos underpinning the support, limiting clarity and engagement. Leeds City Council offers the most coherent and accessible approach, embedding Early Help within a child-centred narrative and presenting services through approachable language and integrated programmes. This clarity ensures families can easily recognise Early Help as a distinct and practical offer, aligned with its preventative purpose.
Overall, the comparative analysis highlights Leeds as the most effective authority, demonstrating best practice in aligning Early Help communication with statutory expectations. By integrating Early Help into a compassionate, city-wide vision, Leeds ensures families can access support in a clear, integrated, and preventative way. Norfolk and Staffordshire provide valuable resources, but their communication strategies risk families overlooking Early Help’s distinct role. Leeds exemplifies how structural and linguistic choices can make preventative support both visible and meaningful.
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