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Introduction
Early Help refers to services that support children, young people, and families as soon as problems begin to appear. The primary objective of early help is to prevent difficulties from escalating and to reduce the need for more serious statutory interventions, such as child protection investigations or care proceedings (Roy, 2022). Early help services can include parenting support, emotional well-being services, assistance with school attendance, early years support, and advice on health, housing, or financial concerns.  These services are typically provided or coordinated by local authorities in collaboration with partner agencies.

Early help is important because it focuses on prevention rather than crisis response.  When families receive the right support at the right time, children’s outcomes improve, and pressure on social care and safeguarding services is reduced (Edwards et al,2021). Early support can help families manage challenges before they become overwhelming, reducing long-term harm to children and promoting family stability.

For early help to be effective, families must be able to easily find information about available services and understand how to access support. Local authority websites are often the first place families turn to when they are worried or unsure where to seek help. Clear and accessible online information, therefore, plays a vital role in safeguarding and supporting families.

The purpose of this report is to examine how effectively early help is signposted on three local authority websites: Leicestershire County Council, Norfolk County Council, and Staffordshire County Council. The report evaluates the clarity, accessibility, and informativeness of each website for families seeking support. It also compares the strengths and weaknesses of each website and identifies which local authority provides the most effective online signposting. recommendations for improvement are provided.

This report is structured as follows: first, the early help system is explained; Second, multi-agency working is discussed; third, each local authority website is evaluated. this is followed by a comparative analysis. Finally, the conclusion and recommendations are presented.


2 The Early Help System
Early help is defined in the early help system guide as a whole system multi-agency approach that supports families at an early stage, either when problems first appear or when there is a risk that difficulties may develop in the future (early help system guide,2022), early help involves working in partnership with families to identify needs, build resilience, and improve long term outcomes for children and young people.

The main purpose of early help is prevention. By identifying concerns early, services can reduce the likelihood that families will require statutory interventions such as child protection involvement or care proceedings (Action for Children,2022). Early help supports families experiencing a wide range of challenges, including mental health difficulties, financial hardship, parenting stress, school attendance issues and developmental concerns.

Early help also promotes a strengths-based approach focusing on what families are doing well while offering support where needed. The approach helps families feel supported rather than judged,  which can lead to increased engagement with services. When families feel listened to and involved in decision-making, they are more likely to accept help and work collaboratively with professionals.

Early help is closely linked to wider safeguarding frameworks in the United Kingdom. Working together to safeguard children 2023) highlights that safeguarding is everyone’s responsibility and stresses the importance of early intervention. Early help supports this by encouraging professionals to share information, work together, and respond promptly before risks escalate into serious safeguarding concerns. This approach helps ensure children's welfare is consistently promoted across services.

3 Multi-Agency Working 
Multi-agency working refers to professionals from different organisations collaborating to support children and families (Clever et al., 2019). In the context of early help, this may include schools, health services, social workers, police and voluntary organisations. Each agency brings different skills and knowledge, helping to create a more complete understanding of a family's situation.

Multi-agency working is important because it prevents services from operating in isolation when agencies share information and responsibilities are clearly defined; support is more coordinated and effective (Owens and Lloyds, 2023). This reduces duplication of services, improves communication and helps identify concerns at an earlier stage.

Working together to safeguard children (2023) places a legal duty on safeguarding partners to collaborate in delivering effective early help pathways. Local authorities are responsible for coordinating services and ensuring families can easily access support. Multi-agency arrangements also promote accountability and improve outcomes for children by ensuring risks are identified and addressed promptly.  

In practice, professionals collaborate in several ways. Schools may identify attendance or behaviour concerns and refer families to early help services (Corcoran et al 2024). Health visitors or general practitioners may notice developmental or emotional concerns and share this information with other professionals on the team, such as those involved in the family (TAF). Meetings are commonly used to bring agencies together to agree on a shared plan of support (North Yorkshire Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2019). This approach ensures families receive consistent, joined-up, and coordinated support.

Evaluation of local authority websites

4.1 Leicestershire County Council

Leicestershire County Council offers a comprehensive early help service within its children and education department. Early help information is easily accessible through clear menus and headings. The website includes links to online referral forms, professional guidance, and detailed explanations of available services (Leicestershire County Council, 2025).

The website clearly explains how the family help services operate and outlines the different forms of support available to families. This level of detail supports both parents and professionals by enhancing their understanding of eligibility referral routes and the types of support that may be offered. The inclusion of referral forms and professional guidance enhances transparency and supports informed decision-making, which aligns with the principles of early intervention outlined in national guidance.

However, the website relies heavily on large blocks of text and downloadable PDF documents. This may present barriers for dailies with low literacy, limited digital skills, or those accessing the site via mobile devices. Families experiencing stress or crisis may find the volume of information overwhelming, which can potentially delay their engagement with early help services.

Overall, Leicestershire County Council offers strong and detailed signposting to early help services; nevertheless, accessibility could be improved through the use of simpler language, brief summaries, and a more visually user-friendly design to better support families at an early stage.

4.2 Norfolk County Council

Norfolk County Council provides early help information within its children and families services. The early help page provides a clear explanation of what early help is and includes an online option for families to request support (Norfolk County Council, 2025). 

The website uses plain language, short paragraphs, and clear headings, making it easy to read and navigate. This approach is likely to benefit families who are unfamiliar with safeguarding systems or who require prompt guidance during times of difficulty. The simple layout may help reduce anxiety and encourage families to seek support at an earlier stage.

However, the website provides limited information about the range of services available. Referral pathways and the role of multi-agency working can result in families not fully understanding what support they can expect or what will happen after initial contact. This lack of detail may reduce confidence for some families, particularly those who prefer to understand processes before seeking help.

Overall, the Norfolk County Council's website demonstrates strong accessibility and a user-friendly design. However, its effectiveness may be limited by the lack of detailed information about early help services and processes.

4.3 Staffordshire County Council 

Staffordshire County Council presents early help information through a page titled 'Your Early Help Team' within the Children and Families section of its website (Staffordshire County Council, 2025). The page focuses primarily on how families can contact early help services, providing clear phone numbers and contact links.

This direct approach may encourage families to seek help quickly, supporting timely early intervention. Clear contact details are particularly beneficial for families who prefer verbal communication over completing online forms, which can improve accessibility for some users.

However, the website provides minimal background information about early help, including eligibility criteria thresholds and the types of support available. There is also a limited explanation of how services are coordinated or how multi-agency working operates. This lack of information may leave families feeling uncertain or anxious about the process, potentially discouraging them from engaging beyond the initial contact.

While the Staffordshire County Council website supports quick access to services, it would benefit from clearer explanations of the early help system and the support available to families.

5 Comparative Analyses 
A comparison of the three local authority websites shows a clear difference in how early help is signposted to families. These differences relate to how easily the information is found how clearly early help is explained. And how well families are supported to understand what will happen next, effective early help signposting is crucial because national guidance stipulates that families should be able to access support promptly, understand the available services, and feel confident in seeking help (HM Government,2023).
Leicestershire County Council provides the most detailed and comprehensive information on early help. The website clearly explains the purpose of early help, the range of services available, and how families and professionals can make referrals (Leicestershire County Council,2025). This supports informed decision-making and aligns with national guidance, which emphasises the importance of clear pathways and transparency in safeguarding and early intervention (HM Government,2023). However, the website relies heavily on long sections of text and downloadable PDF documents. This may create barriers for families with low literacy levels, limited digital access, or those experiencing stress or crisis, as they may struggle to process large amounts of information quickly and effectively.

In contrast, the Norfolk County Council focuses on accessibility and ease of use. The website employs plain language, concise sections and a straightforward layout, making it easier for families to understand what early help is and how to request support (Norfolk county council,2025), This approach may encourage families to seek help earlier, aligning with the early help system guides' emphasis on providing timely support to support to prevent problems from escalating (department for education, 2023). However, the website provides limited details about the types of services available, referral processes, and how different agencies collaborate. This lack of information may reduce confidence for families who want to understand what support they will receive before making contact. 
Staffordshire County Council takes a more direct approach by prioritising contact and referral information. The website provides clear phone numbers and contact options, which may be helpful for families who prefer speaking to someone directly rather than completing online forms (Staffordshire County Council 2025). This supports quick access to services, which is important for early intervention; however, the website provides very little explanation of early help eligibility criteria or how support is coordinated between agencies. National guidance highlights the importance of families understanding the support process and the role of multi-agency working (HM Government 2023). Without the information, families may feel uncertain or anxious about engaging with services.

Overall Leicester country council offers the most effective early signposting because it provides clear detailed information that supports understanding transparency and safeguarding although improvement to accessibility could be made the website best reflects nationals guidance by helping families understand what early help is how it help how it works and how to access support Norfolk and Staffordshire both demonstrate strengths in accessibility and quick contact but they limited detail may reduce confidence and informed engagement.

6. Conclusion and Recommendations 
Early help is a key part of safeguarding children and supporting families. Effective online signposting is essential to ensure families can access support early and confidently. This report has shown that although all three local authorities provide early help information online, the quality and effectiveness of signposting vary.

Leicestershire County Council provides the most comprehensive information, Norfolk County Council offers the clearest and simplest presentation, and Staffordshire County Council provides the most direct contact routes. A balanced approach combining clarity, accessibility, and sufficient detail would offer the best support for families.

It is recommended that all three local authorities simplify their language, improve accessibility for users with additional needs, reduce reliance on large PDF documents, and ensure their websites are mobile-friendly. Providing clear explanations of services, referral pathways, and multi-agency working would help families feel more confident in accessing early help clear and accessible information supports early intervention, reduces risk escalation and improves outcomes for children and families
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