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Introduction
 
Local authorities in England play an important role in supporting children, young people and families to improve wellbeing and safeguard vulnerable individuals. One of the key strategies used within children’s services is Early Help, which focuses on identifying and addressing difficulties at an early stage before they escalate into more serious safeguarding concerns. Early Help services aim to strengthen family relationships, improve outcomes for children and reduce the need for statutory social care intervention (Department for Education, 2023).
 
In the digital age, local authority websites are often the first place families go when seeking information about support services. Websites therefore need to provide clear, accessible and well-structured information to ensure families can easily understand the help available and how to access it. If the information is difficult to locate or written using professional terminology, families may struggle to find the support they need.

This report examines how three local authority websites communicate information about Early Help services for families. The local authorities analysed are:
•	Leicester City Council
•	Norfolk County Council
•	Staffordshire County Council
 
The report begins by explaining the Early Help system and the importance of multi-agency working in supporting families. It then evaluates how each local authority presents Early Help information on their website. A comparative analysis is conducted to identify strengths and weaknesses in how information is communicated to families. 
 
Explanation of the Early Help System
 
Early Help is a preventative approach used in children’s services to provide support to families when difficulties first emerge. The purpose of Early Help is to improve outcomes for children by addressing problems early and preventing them from developing into more serious safeguarding concerns (Department for Education, 2023).
 
Families may require Early Help for a wide range of reasons. These may include:
•	Parenting challenges
•	Children struggling at school
•	Behavioural difficulties
•	Emotional or mental health concerns
•	Financial stress or housing issues
•	Family conflict or relationship breakdown
 
Early Help focuses on supporting the whole family, recognising that children’s wellbeing is closely linked to the circumstances of their home environment. Rather than focusing solely on the child, Early Help services consider the needs of parents, carers and other family members.
 
A key tool used in Early Help is the Early Help Assessment (EHA). This assessment enables professionals to identify the strengths and needs of a family and to coordinate appropriate support services (HM Government, 2018). The assessment encourages collaboration between families and professionals to develop a plan that improves outcomes for children.
 
Early Help services are usually delivered through community-based programmes such as:
•	Family hubs
•	Children’s centres
•	Parenting programmes
•	Youth services
•	School support services
 
These services aim to empower families, improve resilience and provide practical guidance to help families manage challenges more effectively.
 
Early Help is part of the wider safeguarding framework in England. By identifying concerns early, professionals can prevent problems from escalating and ensure that families receive support at the right time.
 

 
Explanation of Multi-Agency Working
 
Multi-agency working is a fundamental element of Early Help. It involves collaboration between different professionals and organisations that support children and families.
 
Families facing complex challenges often require support from several services. For example, a child experiencing behavioural difficulties at school may also require support from health professionals, youth workers or social services. Multi-agency working ensures these services work together rather than independently.
 
Agencies involved in Early Help may include:
•	Schools and early years providers
•	Health services such as GPs and health visitors
•	Social workers
•	Police services
•	Housing departments
•	Voluntary and community organisations
 
One commonly used approach within Early Help is the Team Around the Family (TAF) model. In this approach, professionals from different organisations work together to develop a coordinated plan of support for the family (HM Government, 2018).
 
A lead professional is often appointed to coordinate communication between services and ensure that the support plan is implemented effectively. This approach ensures families do not need to repeatedly explain their situation to different professionals.
 
Multi-agency working offers several benefits:
•	Improved communication between services
•	Holistic support for families
•	Earlier identification of safeguarding risks
•	Reduced duplication of services
 
Through collaborative working, professionals can ensure families receive the most appropriate support to meet their needs.
 

 
Evaluation of Local Authority Websites
 
Leicester City Council Website
 
The Leicester City Council website provides a dedicated section explaining Early Help services for families. The webpage outlines what Early Help is, who it is for and how families can access support.

 
One strength of the Leicester website is the clear explanation of what Early Help involves. The website describes situations where families may need support, such as concerns about children’s behaviour, school attendance or family relationships.
 
The website also explains the process of Early Help assessments and provides information about how families or professionals can make a referral. This information helps users understand how services operate and what steps they need to take to access support.
 
Another strength is the inclusion of contact details and referral pathways. Families can access phone numbers and online forms that allow them to request support directly.
 
However, there are some limitations. Some information is written using professional terminology that may be unfamiliar to parents and carers. Terms such as “multi-agency referral” or “lead practitioner” may not be easily understood by individuals who are unfamiliar with children’s services.
 
Additionally, some information is contained within downloadable documents rather than directly on the webpage. This can make navigation slightly more complex for users.
 
Norfolk County Council Website
 
The Norfolk County Council website provides Early Help information through pages dedicated to family support services and family hubs.

 
The Norfolk website emphasises that parenting can be challenging and encourages families to seek support when they need it. The tone of the information is supportive and reassuring, which may encourage families to access services.
 
A key strength of the Norfolk website is the use of clear and accessible language. The information is written in a way that is easy for parents and carers to understand.
 
The website also highlights the family hub model, which provides a central location where families can access a wide range of services. These hubs provide support relating to parenting, child development, health and wellbeing.
 
Another strength is the clear navigation between different types of support. Families can easily find information about services such as parenting programmes, early years support and community activities.
 
However, some detailed information about the Early Help process or referral procedures may require navigating several pages, which could make it slightly more difficult for users seeking specific information.
 

 
Staffordshire County Council Website
 
The Staffordshire County Council website provides information about Early Help services through the Families First programme and family support services.
The website explains that Early Help services aim to support families experiencing difficulties and prevent problems from escalating. It outlines how different organisations collaborate to support children and families.
One strength of the Staffordshire website is the detailed information provided about the services available. The website explains how professionals from education, health and community organisations work together to support families.

The website also highlights community programmes designed to strengthen family resilience and provide practical support.
 
However, the website contains a large amount of information, which may be overwhelming for some users. Families seeking quick guidance may find it difficult to identify the most relevant information.
 
Additionally, some sections appear to be written primarily for professionals rather than families.
 
 
Comparative Analysis
 
When comparing the three local authority websites, several differences can be identified in how information about Early Help is communicated.
 
In terms of accessibility, the Norfolk County Council website appears to be the most user-friendly. The language used is simple and supportive, making it easier for families to understand the services available.
 
The Leicester City Council website provides strong explanations of the Early Help process and referral procedures. However, some of the language used is more technical and may be better suited to professionals.
 
The Staffordshire County Council website provides detailed information about services and partnership working. While this level of detail is valuable, the large amount of information may make navigation more complex for families.
 
In terms of website structure, Norfolk provides clear links to family hubs and support services, making it easy for families to find relevant information. Leicester provides useful explanations but relies more heavily on documents and referral forms. Staffordshire provides comprehensive information but could improve navigation.
 
Overall, each website demonstrates a commitment to supporting families through Early Help services. However, the way information is communicated varies significantly.
 



 
Conclusion and Recommendations
 
Early Help plays an essential role in supporting families and improving outcomes for children. By identifying problems early and providing appropriate support, local authorities can prevent issues from escalating and reduce the need for statutory intervention.
 
The analysis of the three local authority websites shows that all provide valuable information about Early Help services. However, there are differences in how accessible and user-friendly the information is.
 
Among the three websites examined, Norfolk County Council appears to provide the most effective and accessible information for families. The use of clear language, supportive tone and strong focus on family hubs makes it easier for parents and carers to understand the support available.
 
Leicester City Council provides detailed information about the Early Help process and referral procedures but could improve accessibility by simplifying terminology.
 
Staffordshire County Council provides comprehensive information about services and partnership working but could improve navigation and reduce the volume of information presented on single pages.
 
To improve communication about Early Help services, local authorities should consider the following recommendations:
•	Use clear and simple language that is accessible to all families
•	Reduce the use of professional terminology where possible
•	Provide clear navigation between support services
•	Present key information directly on webpages rather than relying on downloadable documents
•	Include visual guides such as infographics or short videos explaining the Early Help process
 
Improving the accessibility of local authority websites will ensure families can easily identify and access support services. This is essential for the success of Early Help strategies and for improving outcomes for children and families.
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