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Early Help Communication on Local Authority Websites: Comparative Analysis of Norfolk, Staffordshire, and Leeds

[bookmark: _Toc176457059]1. Introduction:
Early intervention is central to contemporary safeguarding policy in England, aiming to prevent escalation of needs and to support children and families at the earliest opportunity. Within statutory guidance, local authorities have a duty to ensure families can easily access support, as set out in Working Together to Safeguard Children (DfE, 2023). Clear signposting is critical because Early Help is most effective when families, practitioners, and community partners understand how to navigate local support systems (Early Intervention Foundation, 2018). Early Help is a preventive approach, emphasising that timely support can reduce long-term social, educational, and health difficulties (Davies & Ward, 2012).
As digital platforms increasingly act as the primary access point for public services, local authority websites play a vital role as the “front door” to Early Help provision (Local Government Association, 2021). These websites serve not only as information sources but also as engagement tools, offering families guidance, self-referral options, and contact with practitioners. Accessibility, clarity, and family-centred communication are therefore essential elements of effective Early Help delivery.
This report critically evaluates how three English local authorities—Norfolk County Council, Staffordshire County Council, and Leeds City Council—present their Early Help offer to families through their websites. These areas were selected to provide a comparative analysis of variation in accessibility, clarity, and alignment with national statutory frameworks. The discussion is informed by the Early Help System Guide (DLUHC & DfE, 2022), Working Together to Safeguard Children (DfE, 2023), and relevant legislation, including the Children Act 1989, Children Act 2004, and Children and Families Act 2014, all of which shape local authorities’ duties toward children.
The report provides an overview of the Early Help system, an explanation of multi-agency working, individual evaluations of each website, a comparative analysis, and recommendations for enhancing online communication of Early Help services. Additionally, it explores how digital accessibility, family engagement, and statutory compliance intersect to affect early intervention outcomes.

[bookmark: _Toc245451226]2. Explanation of the Early Help System:
Early Help refers to coordinated support designed to identify and address emerging needs of children, young people, and families at the earliest opportunity (DLUHC & DfE, 2022). It is grounded in the Children Act 1989, which places a duty on local authorities under Section 17 to safeguard and promote the welfare of children “in need” through support that prevents problems from escalating. Early Help exists on the preventative end of the safeguarding continuum, aiming to intervene before statutory social care responses under Sections 17 or 47 become necessary.
The Early Help System Guide conceptualises Early Help not as a single service but as part of a whole-system, multi-agency infrastructure. Key components include clear referral routes, accessible pathways for families, proportionate levels of support, and an emphasis on strengths-based, child-centred, and family-centred practice (O’Leary et al., 2019). Effective Early Help requires not only procedural clarity but also attention to the relational and social dimensions of family life. Children’s developmental outcomes are influenced by socio-economic context, parental mental health, and community support; Early Help addresses these holistically (Featherstone et al., 2014).
Research emphasises that early intervention can prevent long-term negative outcomes and reduce future expenditure on high-cost crisis services (National Audit Office, 2019). Preventive support includes parenting programmes, SEND support, mental health services, and financial or housing assistance. Early Help also promotes resilience by strengthening protective factors within families and communities, thus reducing the likelihood of children requiring statutory interventions.
The Children Act 2004 reinforces Early Help by placing statutory duties on agencies to cooperate in promoting children’s welfare. This Act underpins the development of safeguarding partnerships and requires local authorities, health services, schools, and voluntary organisations to collectively identify and respond to early indicators of need.
The Children and Families Act 2014 further strengthens expectations around coordinated support, particularly for children with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND). Families with overlapping needs—such as mental health difficulties, SEND, or financial insecurity—benefit from integrated Early Help interventions. Without coordinated support, children may experience fragmented services and delayed intervention, increasing risk of harm or disadvantage.
Finally, equal access is a legal requirement under the Equality Act 2010, making clear, inclusive public communication essential. Local authority websites must therefore provide accessible, jargon-free information to ensure no group is disadvantaged. This includes considerations for digital literacy, language barriers, and accessibility for users with disabilities.
[bookmark: _Toc209828422]3. Explanation of Multi-Agency Working:
Multi-agency collaboration is a cornerstone of Early Help and is recognised nationally as essential for promoting children’s safety, welfare, and long-term outcomes. Working Together to Safeguard Children (DfE, 2023) states that safeguarding is “everyone’s responsibility,” meaning no single agency holds all the knowledge, skills, or resources needed to fully understand or respond to a child’s needs.
Local authorities, health professionals, police, schools, early years settings, and voluntary and community sector organisations are required to work collectively to provide timely and proportionate support. This duty is embedded in the Children Act 2004, which places a legal obligation on agencies to cooperate in the interests of children’s well-being. Research shows that children and families rarely present with isolated needs; difficulties such as poor school attendance, parental mental health, domestic abuse, poverty, or developmental delays tend to overlap (Brandon et al., 2020).
When agencies work in isolation, warning signs may be missed, assessments duplicated, and families may receive inconsistent or fragmented interventions. Multi-agency working seeks to overcome these challenges by promoting:
· Timely and appropriate information sharing, ensuring professionals have a full picture of the child’s circumstances.
· Coordinated assessments, reducing duplication and ensuring support plans reflect the insights of all involved agencies.
· Shared decision-making, where professionals agree on priorities, intervention goals, and responsibilities.
· Clear role allocation, particularly regarding the Lead Practitioner, who acts as the key contact for the child and family and coordinates the Early Help Plan (Hood, 2015).
The Children Act 1989 emphasises the early identification of emerging concerns. Lessons from serious case reviews demonstrate that failures in multi-agency communication—such as assumptions that another agency is managing the situation, fragmented information, or lack of clarity about thresholds—contribute to delayed or ineffective interventions (Brandon et al., 2020).
Examples of multi-agency coordination in practice include:
· Health visitors or midwives referring families for support during routine developmental checks.
· Police or youth workers identifying early indicators of exploitation, anti-social behaviour, or domestic abuse.
· Family Hubs and community services offering accessible parenting programmes, financial advice, mental health support, and SEND interventions.
Through these mechanisms, Early Help adopts a holistic, family-centred approach, ensuring proactive rather than reactive support. By pooling expertise and resources, multi-agency working strengthens protective factors, mitigates risk, and improves outcomes for children and families.

[bookmark: _Toc1936445170]4. Evaluation of the Three Local Authority Websites
[bookmark: _Toc1230754971]4.1 Norfolk County Council
Norfolk County Council provides a clear, accessible, and comprehensive Early Help offer. The website includes a prominently displayed “Early Help for Children and Families” section, written in plain, family-friendly language, aligned with the preventative ethos outlined in Working Together (DfE, 2023). Norfolk’s explanation of Early Help reflects the Early Help System Guide, emphasising support “as soon as problems emerge.”
The integration of Family Hubs enhances multi-agency accessibility, demonstrating national policy implementation (Local Government Association, 2021). The site details services including Early Childhood and Family Services (ECFS), SEND support, adolescent services, housing and financial advice, and mental health resources. This breadth aligns with the whole-family approach endorsed by Featherstone et al. (2014).
A key strength is the self-referral option, consistent with Section 17 duties under the Children Act 1989. Practitioners also have clear guidance on referral processes, supporting multi-agency coordination. A minor limitation is that information sometimes requires navigating multiple pages, though overall user experience remains strong.
[bookmark: _Toc2016664419]4.2 Staffordshire County Council
Staffordshire County Council structures its Early Help offer under the “Families First” model, outlining the continuum of need and aligning with statutory thresholds (DfE, 2023). This clarity benefits professionals coordinating services.
However, the use of technical terms such as “level 3 targeted intervention” or “complex needs” may confuse families, reducing accessibility and contravening the Equality Act 2010. Self-referral options are limited; families typically must contact the Children’s Advice Service, which may appear formal or intimidating.
Although content is detailed and structurally sound for professional use, the site does not provide as broad or integrated a service overview as Norfolk. Families may need additional support to navigate available interventions effectively.
[bookmark: _Toc789208840]4.3 Leeds City Council
Leeds City Council demonstrates the weakest Early Help communication. The website lacks a clearly labelled Early Help page, contrasting with national expectations for accessible pathways (DLUHC & DfE, 2022). Early Help-related content is fragmented across multiple sections, making navigation difficult.
While Leeds provides youth support, childcare, and family learning services, these are not framed within a coherent Early Help system. Families may be uncertain about eligibility, access routes, or the existence of coordinated support. Absence of clear referral forms or self-referral options limits timely access and may delay preventive interventions (O’Leary et al., 2019).

[bookmark: _Toc58639966]5. Comparative Analysis of Strengths and Weaknesses:
A comparative analysis of Norfolk, Staffordshire, and Leeds reveals clear differences in Early Help communication, reflecting how local authorities interpret and implement statutory guidance, digital accessibility standards, and family engagement principles. Norfolk demonstrates best practice: the information provided is clear, user-friendly, and easily navigable. The inclusion of self-referral options allows families to directly access support, reducing potential delays and barriers in the help-seeking process. Furthermore, the integration of Early Help within Family Hubs strengthens multi-agency coordination, ensuring that services such as mental health support, SEND interventions, and housing advice are delivered in a cohesive and accessible manner (Norfolk County Council, n.d.). Alignment with the Children Act 1989, Children Act 2004, and Early Help principles (Featherstone et al., 2014; O’Leary et al., 2019) ensures statutory compliance while maintaining a genuinely family-centred focus, emphasising early intervention, preventive support, and holistic assessment of needs.
Staffordshire offers structurally strong and professionally detailed guidance, providing a clear framework for practitioners regarding thresholds and intervention levels (Staffordshire County Council, n.d.). However, the website relies heavily on technical terminology such as “level 3 targeted intervention” and “multi-agency plan,” which may be confusing for families without professional knowledge of safeguarding procedures. Self-referral pathways are limited, often requiring families to contact central services, which may deter engagement. While the website demonstrates compliance with statutory frameworks, the lack of accessible, family-friendly communication restricts its usability for the public.
Leeds presents the least effective communication strategy. Early Help information is fragmented across multiple pages with no centralised or clearly labelled section, making navigation challenging and increasing the risk of families missing crucial support opportunities (Leeds City Council, n.d.). The absence of self-referral options and coherent pathways not only impedes timely access but may also undermine multi-agency coordination. Consequently, there is a higher likelihood of delayed intervention, which could conflict with Section 17 responsibilities under the Children Act 1989.
Overall, effective Early Help communication depends on four key factors: clarity of information, accessibility for families, alignment with statutory duties, and meaningful family engagement. Norfolk exemplifies the combination of these factors, Staffordshire demonstrates professional rigor but lower usability for families, and Leeds clearly requires substantial development to provide coherent, accessible, and timely Early Help support.

[bookmark: _Toc1655344028]6. Conclusion and Recommendations:
Norfolk County Council provides the most effective and accessible Early Help information among the three authorities analysed, combining legal compliance with clear pathways, self-referral options, and Family Hub integration. Staffordshire’s model is structurally robust but limited by technical language and lack of direct self-referral tools. Leeds demonstrates the least effective communication, with fragmented access and unclear Early Help pathways.
Recommendations:
1. Create clear, prominent Early Help landing pages on all local authority websites.
2. Provide family-friendly explanations, minimising jargon to meet Equality Act 2010 requirements.
3. Introduce simple online self-referral tools in line with Children Act 1989 duties.
4. Use visual diagrams or flowcharts to illustrate pathways and multi-agency coordination.
5. Integrate Early Help within Family Hub models, reflecting national policy.
6. Regularly update content to reflect changes in Working Together and local safeguarding arrangements.
7. Offer translated materials and accessible formats for diverse communities.
8. Explicitly link Early Help to statutory obligations, reinforcing families’ rights and entitlements.
Implementing these recommendations will strengthen early intervention systems, support families, and improve outcomes for children and young people.
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