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Title of Task – An examination and analysis of how the ‘Early Help’ system is signposted to UK families by their local authority website.
The ‘Early Help’ system is a key part of the work done by strategic safeguarding partnerships.
Introduction
Early Help is support that is given to children, young people, and families as soon as problems begin to appear. The aim is to provide the right help at the right time before difficulties become more serious. Early Help can include support with parenting, education, health, emotional wellbeing, housing, finances, and family relationships. It is based on working together with families to improve outcomes and reduce the need for more intensive services later (Department for Education, 2024).
Local authorities work with schools, health services, community organisations, and other agencies to make sure families can access the support they need. Providing clear and easy-to-find information online helps families understand what services are available and how they can access them (Department for Education, 2023).
Child poverty is also an important factor underpinning the need for effective Early Help services. Families experiencing financial hardship are more likely to face multiple and interconnected challenges, including poor housing, food insecurity, unemployment, mental health difficulties and reduced access to health and educational opportunities (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2024). Research shows that poverty is associated with poorer educational attainment, reduced physical and mental wellbeing, and increased safeguarding concerns (Child Poverty Action Group, 2024). This preventative approach supports the government's commitment to reducing inequalities and promoting better outcomes for children through partnership working (Department for Education, 2023).
The purpose of this report is to assess and compare how three local authorities provide and signpost Early Help information on their websites. The report will examine how easy it is for families to find information, understand the available services, and access support. It will also compare the strengths and weaknesses of each website and consider how effectively they communicate Early Help services.
Explanation of the Early Help System
The main purpose of Early Help is to prevent families from reaching a crisis where statutory services, such as children's social care, become necessary. Early Help supports families with a wide range of issues, including parenting, school attendance, mental health, financial difficulties, domestic abuse, and housing problems. By offering support at an early stage, professionals can work with families to reduce risks and improve children's health, safety, education, and wellbeing (Department for Education, 2024).
Early Help is based on partnership working. Different organisations, including schools, health services, local authorities, police, and voluntary organisations, work together to assess the needs of children and families. This joined-up approach helps families receive the right support at the right time without unnecessary delays (Department for Education, 2023).
The legal basis for Early Help is supported by several key pieces of legislation. The Children Act 1989 established that the welfare of the child should be the paramount consideration and placed duties on local authorities to safeguard and promote children's welfare (Great Britain, 1989). These responsibilities were strengthened by the Children Act 2004, which introduced a statutory duty for organisations to cooperate in improving outcomes for children through integrated working (Great Britain, 2004). Working Together to Safeguard Children reinforces that safeguarding is everyone's responsibility and highlights Early Help as an essential component of effective child  protection and prevention (HM Government, 2023). Early Help supports this approach by encouraging professionals to work together, share information appropriately, and provide support before risks become significant (Department for Education, 2023). This means Early Help not only improves outcomes for children and families but also helps reduce the need for more intensive interventions in the future.
Explanation of Multi-Agency Working
Multi-agency working is when different professionals and organisations work together to support children, young people, and their families. Instead of working separately, agencies share information, assess needs, and plan support together. This helps families receive the right services at the right time. According to Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2023), all organisations that work with children have a shared responsibility to safeguard and promote their welfare.
Many families experience more than one challenge at the same time. For example, a family may need support with education, health, housing, or parenting. When professionals work together, they can better understand the family's needs and provide coordinated support. This reduces duplication of services and helps prevent problems from becoming more serious (Department for Education, 2023).
Different professionals have different roles in supporting children and families. Social workers assess children's needs, provide advice, and coordinate support where there are safeguarding concerns. Schools and teachers are often the first to notice changes in a child's behaviour, attendance, or learning, and they can refer families for Early Help. Health professionals, such as health visitors, school nurses, GPs, and mental health workers, identify health and developmental concerns and provide appropriate care or referrals. Police, housing officers, and voluntary organisations may also work with families when additional support is needed (Department for Education, 2023). Good communication and information sharing are essential for successful multi-agency working. This partnership approach helps build trust and improves outcomes for children.
Sharing information appropriately and working collaboratively enables agencies to provide coordinated support that addresses the wider social determinants of health rather than focusing on individual problems in isolation (Marmot, 2010). The Information Sharing Advice for Practitioners guidance also emphasises that timely information sharing is essential for protecting children and promoting their welfare (Department for Education, 2024).
By working together, professionals can identify concerns early, provide coordinated support, protect children from harm, and improve the wellbeing of families. This collaborative approach is central to effective safeguarding and helps reduce the need for statutory intervention (Department for Education, 2023).
Leicestershire County Council
The Leicestershire County Council website provides Early Help information through its Family Help Service. The website explains that Early Help is available for children, young people, and families when they need extra support before problems become more serious. It also describes the different services available, including parenting support, youth services, SEND support, and family wellbeing programmes (Leicestershire County Council, 2025).
The website is easy to access because the information is organised under clear headings. Families can quickly find details about the support available, referral routes, and contact information. The website also explains that families, professionals, and young people can request support using an online referral form. This makes it easier for people to know how to access services (Leicestershire County Council, 2025).
The information provided is comprehensive because it explains the different levels of support, the role of Family Help workers, and how professionals work together to support families. The website also describes the assessment process and explains that referrals are first checked to ensure children receive the most appropriate support. This helps users understand what will happen after making a referral.
One strength of the website is that it provides detailed information about the services available and clearly explains how families can request help. It also includes contact details and guidance for both professionals and families. However, one weakness is that there is a large amount of information on one page. Some families may find it difficult to read through all the content, especially if they need support quickly. Adding more visual guides, frequently asked questions, or simple flowcharts could make the information easier to understand. Overall, the website provides clear and detailed information that helps families access Early Help services.
Norfolk County Council
The Norfolk County Council website explains Early Help in simple language and focuses on supporting families as soon as difficulties begin. It explains that Early Help offers information, advice, and guidance to prevent problems from becoming more serious. The website also states that support is available for families with children up to the age of 18, or up to 25 for young people with special educational needs and disabilities (Norfolk County Council, 2025).
The website is easy to navigate because it uses clear headings and straightforward language. Families can quickly find information about Family Hubs, available services, and how to request Early Help support. Links to professional guidance are also provided, making the website useful for both families and practitioners (Norfolk County Council, 2025).
The information is comprehensive because it explains who can receive support, the types of issues Early Help can address, and how families can request assistance. The website also provides information about Family Hubs, online services, and community support. This helps families understand that support is available for a wide range of needs, including parenting, finances, emotional wellbeing, and mental health.
A major strength of the website is its simple and family-friendly design. The information is written in clear language that is easy to understand, making it suitable for people with different levels of literacy. Another strength is the clear pathway for requesting support. However, one weakness is that some detailed information is provided through separate professional pages, meaning users may need to visit several webpages to find all the information they need. Overall, the Norfolk website provides accessible and well-organised Early Help information that is easy for families to use.
Staffordshire County Council
The Staffordshire County Council website explains that Early Help provides advice, guidance, and support for families before problems become more serious. It encourages families to seek help early and explains that support is available through Family Hubs, community services, and one-to-one support. The website also directs families to the Staffordshire Connects directory, where they can find local services and activities (Staffordshire County Council, 2025).
The website is easy to use because the information is arranged under simple headings. Families can quickly find details about available support, Family Hubs, and local services. Contact information and links to additional resources are also clearly displayed, making it straightforward for users to access further help (Staffordshire County Council, 2025).
The information available is detailed and covers many areas of support, including parenting, education, health, childcare, wellbeing, young carers, and safeguarding. The website also explains that support can be provided through local groups, individual support, and community services. This gives families several options depending on their needs.
One strength of the Staffordshire website is that it provides many links to related services, helping families find support in one place. It also explains Early Help in simple language that is easy to understand. Another strength is its focus on Family Hubs and community-based support. However, one weakness is that users sometimes need to leave the main Early Help page to access detailed information through Staffordshire Connects or other linked pages. This may make navigation slightly more difficult for some users. Overall, the website provides clear, accessible, and useful information that helps families understand and access Early Help services.
COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS
The three local authority websites (Leicestershire County Council, Norfolk County Council, and Staffordshire County Council) all provide Early Help information, but they different in how easy they are to use, how clearly information is written, and how well families can access support.
STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESSES OF THE THREE WEBSITES
Leicestershire County Council provides the most detailed information. It clearly explains the Family Help Service, referral process, and types of support available. The main strength of this website is the depth of information, which helps users understand how Early Help works in practice (Leicestershire County Council, 2025). A weakness is that the information is quite long and text heavy. This may make it difficult for families in urgent need to quickly find key points.
Norfolk County Council has the strongest user experience. The website uses simple language, clear headings, and a clean layout. This makes it easier for families to understand Early Help without confusion (Norfolk County Council, 2025). It is also very accessible for users with low literacy levels. A weakness is that some detailed guidance is spread across different pages, meaning users may need to click multiple links to find full information.
Staffordshire County Council provides a wide range of support links and promotes Family Hubs and local services well. Its strength is that it connects families to community-based support in one place (Staffordshire County Council, 2025). However, navigation can sometimes be confusing because users are directed to external platforms like Staffordshire Connects, which may reduce ease of access.
MOST EFFECTIVE WEBSITE AND JUSTIFY
Norfolk County Council appears to be the most effective website because it balances clarity, simplicity, and accessibility. It is easier for families to understand quickly, which is important when seeking Early Help support.
TO IMPROVE
Leicestershire could simplify its content and add visual tools such as flowcharts. Norfolk could improve by combining related information onto fewer pages to reduce clicking. Staffordshire could improve by making navigation more direct and keeping all Early Help information within one central page. These improvements would make all three websites more user-friendly and accessible for families seeking Early Help support.
RECOMMENDATIONS
All three local authorities provide Early Help information online, but the effectiveness of signposting varies in terms of clarity, consistency, and ease of access. Each council offers dedicated children and family support pages; however, the pathways to Early Help services are often embedded within broader safeguarding or children’s services content, which can make navigation less intuitive for families seeking immediate support. For example, while Norfolk County Council provides a structured Family Help and Early Support section, Leicestershire County Council and Staffordshire County Council tend to distribute Early Help information across multiple webpages, requiring users to click through several layers to find relevant support.
A key finding is that effective Early Help signposting relies on clear language, visible navigation menus, and a single, well-defined entry point for referrals and guidance. Where councils adopt these practices, users are more likely to engage early, reducing the risk of escalation of need.
Practical recommendations include improving homepage visibility of Early Help services, using consistent terminology such as “Early Help” or “Family Support” across all pages, and creating a centralised landing page with direct referral options. Additionally, councils should ensure content is written in plain English, optimised for mobile use, and includes clear contact routes for urgent support.
CONCLUSION
Accessible and well-structured online Early Help information is essential for enabling timely intervention. When families can quickly understand and access support, local authorities are better able to prevent escalation of need and improve long-term outcomes for children and young people.
Early Help contributes to reducing the long-term effects of child poverty by ensuring families receive timely financial advice, parenting support, education services and access to community resources before difficulties become entrenched. This aligns with the principles of prevention promoted within Working Together to Safeguard Children (HM Government, 2023) and the Children Act 2004, which emphasises integrated working to improve children's outcomes. As increasing numbers of families access public services online, local authorities must also ensure that their websites meet digital accessibility standards so that all families, including those experiencing digital exclusion or disability, can access information easily (Government Digital Service, 2023). Improving online accessibility, simplifying navigation and strengthening Early Help signposting will support earlier intervention, reduce inequalities and contribute to better safeguarding outcomes for children and families.
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