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[bookmark: _Toc225414020]1.Introduction

The 'Early Help' system is a vital part of safeguarding children and supporting families in the United Kingdom. Its main purpose is to provide support to families as soon as problems start to appear, rather than waiting until a crisis occurs (Department for Education, 2023). By offering help early, the system aims to prevent issues from escalating to the point where statutory social care intervention is needed. This approach is central to the work of strategic safeguarding partnerships and is supported by national guidance, including the Early Help System Guide and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (Department for Education, 2023)."

However families to receive help from these services, they must first know that the support exists and understand how to access it. In the digital age, local authority websites are often the first-place families to look for information. Therefore, it is essential that these websites clearly signpost Early Help services. If the information is difficult to find or hard to understand, vulnerable families may miss crucial support.

The purpose of this report is to examine and analyse how three specific UK local authorities communicate Early Help information to families via their websites. The three councils selected for this study are Leicestershire County Council, Staffordshire County Council, and Nottinghamshire County Council. These were chosen to provide a comparative analysis of how different authorities in the Midlands region present their family support services.

This report will begin by explaining the Early Help system and the concept of multi-agency working. It will then evaluate the websites of the three selected councils, assessing their accessibility, clarity, and comprehensiveness. Finally, the report will compare the strengths and weaknesses of each site and offer recommendations for how local authorities can improve their online signposting to better serve families.







[bookmark: _Toc225414021]2. Explanation of the Early Help System

Early Help is defined as the provision of support to children, young people, and families as soon as problems begin to appear, rather than waiting until a crisis occurs (Department for Education, 2023a). The core principle of this approach is proactive intervention, which aims to prevent issues from escalating to the point where statutory social care involvement becomes necessary. By addressing needs early, the system seeks to resolve difficulties before they become entrenched or cause significant harm to the child or family unit.

[bookmark: _Int_xIkLP07M]The Early Help System Guide clarifies that Early Help is not a single, isolated service but a coordinated approach involving multiple agencies working together to identify needs and provide appropriate assistance (Department for Education, 2023a). Support can take many forms, ranging from practical help with housing and financial advice to mental health support, parenting guidance, and educational assistance. Crucially, this support is provided on a voluntary basis. Families engage with these services willingly, without the immediate need for formal child protection investigations, unless the risks escalate beyond the capacity of Early Help interventions.

This preventative model aligns closely with the broader safeguarding frameworks established in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023. This statutory guidance emphasises that safeguarding is the responsibility of everyone working with children and that early intervention is significantly more effective than reactive measures (Department for Education, 2023b). By addressing needs early, the system supports the wider goal of keeping children safe and promoting their welfare. This approach reduces unnecessary pressure on statutory services and ensures that families receive the right support at the right time, in the right place. Early Help represents a fundamental shift from crisis management to prevention, placing families at the centre of decision-making while maintaining child safety as the absolute priority.

While the policy framework is robust, recent evidence suggests implementation challenges remain. Despite the clear policy intentions, the Early Help system has faced significant criticism. Ofsted research has raised concerns that the system is not working effectively, with evidence suggesting that vulnerable families are falling through the gaps (Action for Children, 2024a). Government analysis acknowledges that local agencies struggle to prioritise early help for children and families, often due to competing demands and limited resources (GOV.UK, 2024). Furthermore, Action for Children (2024b) describes the current landscape as fragmented, uncertain, and underfunded, arguing that without sustained investment, the preventative aims of Early Help cannot be fully realised. These critiques highlight a concerning gap between statutory guidance and the reality of service delivery on the ground.

[bookmark: _Toc225414022]3.Explanation of Multi-Agency Working

Multi-agency working refers to the collaborative approach where different professionals and organisations work together to support children, young people, and families. This includes social workers, teachers, health professionals, police officers, and voluntary sector providers who share information and coordinate their efforts to meet the needs of families holistically (Department for Education, 2023b). However, the NSPCC (2023) warns that without clear leadership, these partnerships can struggle to share information effectively. Furthermore, Hood et al., (2021) argue that building trust between agencies is just as important as having the right legal frameworks in place."

The significance of multi-agency working within the Early Help system cannot be overstated. Families often face complex, interconnected challenges that no single agency can address alone. For example, a child struggling in school may also be experiencing mental health difficulties at home, alongside financial hardship for the parents. Without collaboration between education, health, and social care services, these issues may remain fragmented and unresolved. While the statutory guidance mandates collaboration, the NSPCC (2023) notes that inconsistent communication between agencies can still lead to missed opportunities for early intervention. Multi-agency working ensures that support is coordinated, reducing duplication and ensuring families receive comprehensive assistance (Department for Education, 2023b).

Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 establishes multi-agency working as a statutory requirement for safeguarding partnerships. The guidance states that local authorities must lead and monitor arrangements for children's social care, while working in partnership with other agencies to promote the welfare of children (Department for Education, 2023b). This includes regular information sharing, joint assessments, and coordinated planning to ensure that interventions are timely and effective.

In practice, multi-agency working often involves Team Around the Family (TAF) meetings, where professionals from different sectors meet with the family to develop a shared plan. This person-centred approach empowers families to participate in decisions about their support, while ensuring that all relevant expertise is brought to bear on their situation. Research by Hood et al. (2021) suggests that successful multi-agency working relies heavily on trust and shared goals between professionals, rather than just formal protocols. Effective multi-agency working is essential for Early Help to succeed, as it enables a preventative, holistic response to family needs.



[bookmark: _Toc225414023]4. Website Evaluation
[bookmark: _Toc225414024]4.1 Leicestershire County Council

Leicestershire County Council presents Early Help information through a combination of its main corporate website and a dedicated "Family Hubs" portal. While the information is comprehensive, the navigation path is fragmented. Users searching for "Early Help" are often directed to a "Help for children and families" hub, requiring further clicks to locate specific service details (Leicestershire County Council, 2026). This multi-layered structure may pose a barrier for families in crisis who need immediate, direct access to support.

The language used is clear, successfully defining Early Help as support for families experiencing difficulties that cannot be met by universal services like schools or GPs alone. A significant strength is the explicit listing of support types, including parenting advice, school attendance help, and mental health support, which aligns with the Early Help System Guide's recommendation for transparency in service offerings (Department for Education, 2023a). The prominence of the "Family Hubs" initiative is also a positive feature, signalling a move towards localised, community-based support. However, the website lacks a clear, standalone "Self-Referral" button for families. Instead, it often directs users to contact professionals or use generic contact forms, which contradicts the principle of making help accessible directly to those in need (NSPCC, 2023).



[bookmark: _Toc225414025]4.2 Staffordshire County Council

Staffordshire County Council adopts a distinct "Families First" branding strategy, which creates a more welcoming and less bureaucratic tone compared to other councils. The website clearly outlines four main pillars of support: advice, one-to-one help, group sessions, and school support (Staffordshire County Council, 2026). This structured presentation helps families quickly understand the scope of available assistance. The integration with "Staffordshire Connects," a local directory of services, is a notable strength, demonstrating a coordinated approach to information sharing that supports the multi-agency working principles outlined in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (Department for Education, 2023b).

Despite these strengths, the website prioritises professional referrals over direct family access. While it mentions that families can access support, the primary call-to-action is often for professionals to "refer" a family, rather than providing a direct pathway for parents to initiate contact. Additionally, the text frequently uses acronyms such as "TAF" (Team Around the Family) without providing a full definition or a glossary. As noted by Hood et al. (2021), the use of professional jargon can alienate families and undermine the trust required for effective multi-agency working. This suggests a gap between the statutory guidance's intent and the practical accessibility of the online information.

[bookmark: _Toc225414026]4.3 Nottinghamshire County Council

Nottinghamshire County Council provides the most detailed and specific information regarding age ranges and service levels. The website explicitly states that support covers families from pregnancy to age 18 and outlines a "graduated suite" of parenting provisions, ranging from local clinics to intensive interventions (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2026). A standout feature is the clear visibility of contact details, including a dedicated phone number (0300 500 8080) and email address for the Family Hub network. This accessibility is crucial, as the Early Help System Guide emphasises that families must know how to access help, not just what is available (Department for Education, 2023a).

The site also highlights the "Best Start Family Hubs," which offer support from conception to age 25, reflecting a long-term commitment to family welfare. However, the website is text-heavy and lacks visual aids, such as infographics or downloadable guides, which could aid families with lower literacy levels or learning difficulties. Furthermore, while the online referral form for professionals is prominent, the mechanism for families to self-refer is less clearly explained. This imbalance may inadvertently signal that Early Help is a service managed by professionals rather than a resource owned by families, potentially discouraging those who do not wish to involve a third party initially



.
[bookmark: _Toc225414027]4.4 Comparative Summary

Across all three councils, Early Help information is available but varies significantly in accessibility and user-friendliness. Leicestershire offers comprehensive content but fragments it across multiple pages, potentially confusing users. Staffordshire uses clear branding and a structured approach but relies heavily on professional intermediaries, which may delay access for families. Nottinghamshire provides the clearest contact details and age-specific information but lacks visual engagement and simplifies the self-referral process less effectively.

None of the websites fully prioritise family-friendly language throughout, often defaulting to professional terminology. This suggests a systemic opportunity for improvement: local authorities should adopt a "plain English" policy and ensure that self-referral pathways are as prominent as professional referral routes. As the NSPCC (2023) notes, inconsistent communication and barriers to access can lead to missed opportunities for early intervention, undermining the preventative goals of the Early Help system.


[bookmark: _Toc225414028]5. Comparative Analysis

When comparing the three council websites, no single authority stands out as fully meeting the needs of families seeking Early Help. Leicestershire offers comprehensive content but fragments it across multiple pages, which may confuse users in crisis. Staffordshire uses clear "Families First" branding and a structured approach but relies heavily on professional referrals rather than direct family access. Nottinghamshire provides the clearest contact details and age-specific information yet lacks visual engagement and simplifies the self-referral process less effectively.
However, a deeper analysis reveals that these differences may reflect broader structural challenges rather than simple website design choices. Nottinghamshire is ranked as the 20th most deprived authority nationally, with higher levels of income and employment deprivation than Leicestershire (ranked 27th) and Staffordshire (ranked 32nd). This suggests Nottinghamshire faces higher demand for Early Help services, yet all three councils operate under similar national funding constraints (Department for Communities and Local Government, 2023).
Recent research indicates that councils have been forced to half spending on Early Help services due to budget cuts, increasing reliance on crisis interventions rather than prevention (National Children's Bureau, 2024). This reality contradicts the statutory guidance's aim of proactive support (Department for Education, 2023b). Additionally, staffing pressures are severe, with early years staff earning 30% less than comparable workers, leading to recruitment and retention crises (Early Years Alliance, 2025). These factors may explain why none of the websites fully prioritise family-friendly language or self-referral pathways—they are designed within a system stretched by funding and staffing deficits.

Furthermore, under the Equality Act 2010, public bodies must ensure services are accessible to all, including those with disabilities. However, none of the three council websites fully demonstrated compliance with Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG), potentially excluding vulnerable families with visual or cognitive impairments. This legal gap suggests that while policy aims are ambitious, practical implementation remains inconsistent across local authorities.



[bookmark: _Toc225414029]6. Conclusion & Recommendations

This report has examined how three UK local authorities communicate Early Help information online. While all three councils provide some level of information, significant barriers remain for families seeking support. The findings suggest that website quality is not merely a matter of design, but reflects broader systemic issues including funding constraints, staffing shortages, and varying levels of local deprivation.
To improve access to Early Help, the following recommendations are proposed:
1. Prioritise Self-Referral Pathways: All councils should create clear, standalone "self-referral" buttons on their websites, reducing reliance on professional intermediaries (Department for Education, 2023a).
2. Adopt Plain English Policy: Websites should use accessible language throughout, avoiding professional jargon such as "TAF" without explanation (Hood et al., 2021).
3. Ensure Accessibility Compliance: Councils must audit their websites for Equality Act (2010) compliance, ensuring WCAG standards are met for disabled users.
4. Address Root Causes: Recommendations must extend beyond website design to address chronic underfunding and staff shortages. Without increased investment, even the best websites cannot bridge the gap between policy and practice (Action for Children, 2024).
In conclusion, while the statutory framework promotes proactive support, the reality of delivery is often constrained by local demographic pressures and national funding cuts. Effective Early Help requires not only accessible information but also sustained investment in the services that families need.
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