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1. Introduction

Early Help is to provide practical help, as soon as challenges start to surface, at the earliest possible stage. Its preventative objective is to ensure that families can get help before a concern becomes a safeguarding crisis. The local authority website is at the heart of this activity and translates the complex service arrangements into an accessible offer to the public. But there is a fundamental difficulty, Early Help links universal support, tailored family support, community services and safeguarding partnerships. A parent usually comes with a simple inquiry such as ‘Where can I receive help?Or who do I talk to?’.  This paper examines how Staffordshire County Council, Norfolk County Council and Southwark Council promote their Early Help and family support systems to families on-line.
They are chosen as they represent assistance in 3 different models. Staffordshire uses a locality-based Families First system and presents support through levels of need.  Norfolk has Early Help information and a community-directory service. Southwark has a layered description of universal Early Help, Children and Family Centers, Family Early Help and Best Start Family Hubs. The report looks at websites’ clarity of thresholds, ease of access, community support and explanation of multi-agency practice. This evaluation is based on public information only and does not claim quality, availability or results of the service.

2. Early Help as a local system

The Early Help System Guide describes Early Help as a system not a stand-alone service. It consists of the services, procedures and relationships that support children, young people and families as early as possible (Department for Education and Department for Leveling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). It is designed to build resilience, enhance outcomes and reduce the chances of things getting worse. Alongside targeted whole-family support, the system provides universal services such as education, healthcare and community activities. The Guide also suggests Family Hubs as a potential front door, providing physical, outreach and virtual access to universal and Early Help services (Department for Education and Department for Leveling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022).
In communicating on a website this term suggests that an effective Early Help page should not imply that support is just for families in extreme difficulty. It should demonstrate that families can access information, advice, community activities, short term focused work or co-ordinated help as appropriate. It should not require the user to decipher professional frameworks, but should give familiar reasons for needing support. The Guide expects families with multiple needs to know who is supporting them and to have a coordinated strategy, not a series of repetitive evaluations (Department for Education and Department for Leveling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022).

3. Multi-agency working

Multi agency teamwork is a key element of both Early Help and safeguarding. Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 identifies the local authority, integrated care board and police as statutory safeguarding partners and mandates arrangements with relevant agencies including education, health, housing, adult social care and voluntary organizations (Department for Education, 2026). Effective partnership functioning enables the collation of information from across multiple services, so that the child’s needs, strengths and potential hazards are identified in context. 4.2. Information exchange should be timely, relevant and proportionate. The guideline also states that ‘practitioners should be as open as possible with families about what information is shared and with whom, provided it is safe to do so’ (Department for Education, 2026).
The website must clarify why there may be more than one service. It should differentiate support supplied with the permission of the family, and child protection involvement if there are concerns of serious harm. An accessible webpage should indicate the likely role of schools, health visitors, Family Hubs, voluntary organizations and council teams without swamping the user with acronyms. It must also explain how joined-up support avoids redundancy and ensures families receive the right care.

4. Evaluation of local authority websites

4.1 Staffordshire County Council: clarity about levels of need
Staffordshire offers Early Help over its Families First web pages. The main message is that Early Help Teams are there for children, young people and families ‘when things become tough’ and try to intervene before problems get worse (Staffordshire County Council, 2026a). The site outlines four popular types of aid: counsel, one-to-one support, group and family sessions and help at school. This is good family language because it gets at the heart of what support could feel like, as opposed to policy jargon alone. The site also demonstrates the partnership approach by identifying the Early Help Team as a local point of contact for working with schools and other providers.
The Families First access page is clearest in its separation of early intervention and safeguarding. It includes examples of early intervention concerns such as school attendance, alcohol misuse and anti-social behavior, but refers concerns regarding the immediate safety of a child to the Families Integrated Front Door. It also clarifies what permission means in simple words, that families should generally be asked for their approval, but that consent is not required where the issue is child protection (Staffordshire County Council, 2026b). A useful simple definition of multi-agency safeguarding is MASH as a group including police, health services and local councils.
However, the presentation of Staffordshire can be tricky for a first time user as the site is organized around local structures and service levels. ‘Level 3’, ‘Level 4’, specialist safeguarding facilities and the integrated front door are obvious to a professional, but may not be the quick solution for a parent’s inquiry about normal family tension. There is not one approach to contact a local support-team coordinator for Early Help. A family centered start page might first utilize issue-based language, and only after the user has selected a pathway explain levels of need. This would maintain threshold clarity in place, but reduce administrative complexity.

4.2 Norfolk County Council: a broad offer, but a dispersed digital journey

Norfolk’s Early Help information is developed from a whole family and strengths-based perspective. Early Help and Family Support is offered to families that have children and young people up to the age of 18 years or the age of 25 years if the young person has SEND (Norfolk County Council, 2026a). It is a link between families to local support not council intervention.” This is consistent with the national assumption that Early Help should be about integrating universal, community and tailored support rather than being a stand alone municipal service.
Norfolk’s strengths-based evaluation process is also of value. The Early Help Assessment and Plan document the work done with a family to capture needs, strengths, views and goals. This results in a plan that is supported by a team surrounding the family (Norfolk County Council, 2026b). This is congruent with the Early Help System Guide’s focus on family voice, resilience and a co-ordinated response. The offer is therefore comprehensive and conceptually strong, thru guidance, health paths, community resources and co-ordinated assessment a family can be supported.
The main weakness is the navigation. Information is shared across the main council site, Norfolk Schools sites and Norfolk Community Directory. Some pages are partly written for practitioners. The public offer is not usually provided as a single, clearly labeled family journey. A parent may be unclear whether to look in the directory, speak to a school or pursue an Early Help professional approach. Norfolk would benefit from a single ‘Family support and Early Help’ page with one point of contact, a short description of what occurs next and direct linkages to community assistance, advice and urgent safeguarding action.

4.3 Southwark Council: clear distinctions between universal, targeted and community support

Southwark provides a good example of the range of help. Its Early Help sections describe universal services, such as schools, hospitals and Children and Family Centers, which are available to all. Family Early Help offers more tailored support when universal services do not fulfill a family’s needs (Southwark Council, 2024a). The article includes common examples of need such as parenting, behavior, health, mental health, debt, bereavement and domestic abuse. This helps users to see the relevance of Early Help without presuming they know the service system.
The narrative of ‘extra Early Help’ is also explicit on collaborative practice. It advises families to talk to a reputable nursery, school, health visitor or youth worker. Where more than one service is required, the professional may assist with the family to develop an Early Help plan and schedule a meeting with relevant providers to discuss information and agree future actions (Southwark Council, 2024b). This is a reader friendly account of multi-agency working as it shows the process from the family’s point of view and not as a procedural internal process. The local provision is further developed thru Southwark’s Best Start Family Hubs which give face to face support and bring together health, maternity, health visiting, early years, parenting, mental health, youth services, libraries, church groups and community organizations (Southwark Council, 2025).
The problem with southwark is not lack of knowledge. It is a multitude of routes. A family may find ‘Early Help’, ‘Extra Early Help’, ‘Family Early Help’, Children and Family Centers, Best Start Family Hubs and a host of specialist pages. The difference is clearly stated yet the terminology still could make it difficult for a parent to choose the right initial contact. The website would be more accessible if it supplied a simple starting prompt such as ‘I need advice’, ‘I need help from more than one service’, ‘I am worried about safety’ or ‘I want local activities and parental support’. This would preserve the detailed offer, while improving the decision-making under stress.

5. Comparative analysis

All three councils illustrate key features of a good Early Help system but they place varying demands on the family utilizing the internet. Best at communicating thresholds and safe escalation. Its Families First pages explain early intervention, urgent safeguarding, disability services and expert assistance and give a clear description of when consent is generally requested. This is important as doubt regarding safety may prevent people from making contact. But the emphasis on service levels and structures makes Staffordshire most like an organizational map. If the website began with everyday problems and then moved the person to the appropriate level of support it would be more family friendly.
The strongest aspect of Norfolk’s offering is the way in which it presents Early Help as a broad, community connected offer. Its focus on Family Hubs, virtual support, volunteer organizations and the team around the family approach is in keeping with the goal of the Early Help System Guide of an integrated system built around resilience and the voice of the family. “This can be particularly helpful in a large county, where you need access in multiple places and on the web. But the public-facing method is less logical than the underneath option. A family may have to browse a number of websites and directories to see how early guidance, tailored help and assessment work together. The outcome is a broad, but less immediately navigable system.
Southwark is strongest in explaining the relationship between universal provision and targeted Family Early Help.  It provides families with relatable examples and encourages them to make contact with trusted local professionals. It outlines how multi agency meetings and Early Help plans can co-ordinate help. It also equates community parenting programs and Family Hubs with more formalized intervention. This brings to life the full family element of Early Help. The restriction is the density of linked labels and paths. A family under financial hardship, emotional turmoil or having concerns about a child’s behavior may be unclear whether they require conventional Early Help or ‘extra’ Early Help. The answer is not to take away specialist services, but to put in one common point of entry which channels people according to need.”
The comparison shows that the most accessible website does not necessarily have the greatest amount of information. It is the one that uses simple everyday language, direct contact choices, clear differentiation between advise and safeguarding, explains what happens following contact and links to universal and tailored aid. Staffordshire shows the risk thresholds in the round; Norfolk the benefit of linked community provision; Southwark the clearest family centered account of co-ordinated planning. Of the three, Southwark is the most effective overall in that it is clearest in describing the continuum from universal support to tailored intervention and in explaining how multi-agency planning may work with families. But all three may gain from one high-profile smart front entrance to simplify life.




6. Conclusion and recommendations

We have demonstrated that local authority websites can either add to or decrease the burden on families to receive Early Help. The Early Help System Guide and Working Together 2026 promote an early action, family voice, co-ordinated services and transparent information sharing strategy. Principles are proven in diverse ways in Staffordshire, Norfolk and Southwark. Staffordshire had the most explicit safeguarding thresholds, Norfolk the most geographically and community connected strategy, and Southwark the best description of the way universal and targeted care operate together.

Three enhancements are proposed. First, every authority should have a clear ‘Get support for my family’ pathway from their main Children and Families pages, using problem-based language rather than internal service names. Second, there should be a short explanation for each pathway of expected future steps including advice, referral, evaluation, consent, review and escalation. Third, councils should test website journeys with parents, young people, disabled users and communities with language and technology hurdles. These reforms would guaranty that material online is actually useful when a family is seeking help.
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