Introduction.
Early Help is a preventative service within the UK’s safeguarding framework, designed to support children, young people, and families before their needs escalate into crises or require formal child protection intervention (NSPCC). Established under the Children Act 1989, local authorities and their strategic safeguarding partnerships are mandated to provide clear and accessible information about these services (gov.uk, 2022).
This report focuses on the communication of early help and family support services by Leicestershire, Norfolk, and Staffordshire County councils through their websites. The evaluation assesses factors such as content quality, structural organisation, clarity, and overall usability. 
Through this analysis, the report identifies each authority's strengths and weaknesses and highlights which council provides the most effective signposting to help services early. Recommendations are offered for enhancements that can improve accessibility and clarity of the information, ensuring that families and professionals can readily access the support they need (Gov.UK, 2025). Ultimately, this report aims to facilitate a better understanding of early help services, contributing to improved outcomes for children and families in these areas.
Explanation of the early help system
The Early Help System Guide defines early help as a proactive intervention that is initiated promptly when any issue arises in a child's life, from the prenatal stage through their transition into adulthood. This framework exists within a broader continuum of support services. It starts with universal services that serve all children and families, followed by targeted early help that meets specific needs, and extends to statutory services and child protection measures as needed (Wirral Safeguarding Children Partnership 2016).
The overarching aim of early help is to enhance developmental outcomes for children, mitigate potential risks, and reduce reliance on more intensive and costly interventions that may arise later in life. This approach emphasises a collaborative effort in child safeguarding, as set out in the Working Together to Safeguard Children Act 2023. It stresses that the responsibility for providing early help is shared among various stakeholders, including family hubs and multi-agency partnerships (gov.uk, 2025).
This early help must be delivered in a manner that is accessible and straightforward, free of unnecessary barriers or convoluted referral processes, ensuring that families can easily connect with the support they need from the outset of any challenges. By creating a seamless support environment, the system aims to develop resilience and well-being in children and their families(gov.uk).
Explanation of multi-agency working
Multi-agency working is essential for effective early help. It involves collaboration among local authorities, schools, the police, housing agencies, the voluntary sector, and SEND (Special Educational Needs and Disabilities) services to assess needs and deliver coordinated support (College of Policing). This collaborative approach not only ensures that all parties are informed but also builds the strength to unify strategies to address the complexities families face.
Working Together 2023 requires partners to share information effectively, utilise a standardised assessment framework, and designate a lead practitioner who navigates the support process. This joint action is designed to mitigate service duplication and promote consistency, thereby ensuring that families receive integrated support rather than fragmented services (NSPCC). By developing strong relationships among agencies, families can access the right resources much more seamlessly, leading to better outcomes for children and vulnerable individuals in the community.
Evaluation of each local authority website
Leicestershire County Council
Leicestershire County Council's early help section is informative and well-structured overall. It includes news updates, although the usability varies. The pages clearly explain the purpose of early help and identify the intended users, such as young carers, children and young people with special educational needs, and families facing challenges. They also outline the routes to support, which enhances clarity and makes the services reasonably transparent (Leicestershire.gov.uk, 2026).
Online requests for services can be made by young people themselves, their families, friends, or professionals who support them. However, it is essential to have the consent and engagement of their families. You do not need to know which specific services to request; you need to explain what you feel you need help with and what you believe might happen if you do not receive support (Leicestershire.gov.uk 2026). One challenge with this process is that the form you need to fill out has a 60-minute time limit. This can be particularly difficult for individuals with limited academic skills or learning disabilities (Nice, 2021).
Certain aspects of the information can be confusing. The service is referred to as either Family Help or the Children and Family Well-Being Service on different pages, which can lead to uncertainty. Additionally, information is dispersed across multiple pages, making it time-consuming to locate what you need. Some of the text is lengthy and uses complex terminology that may be difficult to comprehend. It also fails to clearly demonstrate the service's effectiveness for families. Overall, while the website provides useful foundational information, it could be more straightforward and user-friendly (Leicestershire County Council).
This site provides valuable basic information, but it needs to be simpler and more user-friendly (gov. UK, 2025).
Staffordshire County Council
Staffordshire County Council's early website is a valuable online resource offering information, advice, and support for children, young people, and families in need of additional assistance. Recognising early intervention as a fundamental principle of effective family support, the website excels in providing clear and accessible information. Its content is organised into well-defined sections, allowing users to easily find information about family hubs and parenting resources that promote emotional well-being and self-safeguarding, as well as available centre services, such as Staffordshire Connects, local family hubs, and professional resources, such as the Staffordshire Safeguarding Children's Partnership (family hub and start to life guide).
Information is distributed across various sections on their partnership pages, leading to confusing navigation. Access to the website relies on users having internet connectivity, appropriate devices, and sufficient digital skills. Consequently, families facing digital exclusion may find it challenging to access information or engage with services, potentially widening existing inequalities (Digital Nation UK). Digital skills might be a problem for some families, but it has clear, easy-to-understand language. It explains what support is available and organises the information into clear sections. It encourages families to seek early help before difficulties become more serious. It has good signposting and referral pathways, and the information is reliable and trustworthy (Staffordshire County Council 2026).
The Staffordshire County Council Early Help website is a reliable and well-organised resource that offers clear information to help families find the appropriate support. It promotes early intervention and prevention; however, accessibility could be enhanced through simpler navigation and more inclusive formats for users who are digitally excluded or from diverse backgrounds (Staffordshire County Council 2026).

Norfolk County Council 
Norfolk County Council's website provides a clear explanation of early help, describing it as timely support aimed at preventing family difficulties. It outlines service eligibility and the types of assistance available, complete with direct contact details and easy-to-use online request forms. Additionally, the site is connected to local support directories, and the navigation is thoughtfully organised, featuring distinct sections for families and professionals (Norfolk County Council).
The information on services is dispersed across various main council websites and distinct safeguarding partnership pages. This fragmentation creates a confusing navigation experience for users looking for specific information. Much of the content relies heavily on professional jargon, making it difficult for the average person to understand. Furthermore, there is a noticeable lack of clear guidance on service waiting times and the expected outcomes of those services, such as the council aims to assign an early help professional to contact you when they become available. This absence of straightforward information can lead to uncertainty and frustration for individuals seeking help (Neilson J, 2024).
The Council's own accessibility statement confirms that some digital forms and archived PDF documents do not fully meet the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) criteria, presenting barriers only for screen reader and keyboard users. Overall, the resource provides a sound foundation, but it requires refinement to achieve inclusive and user-centred design. (web accessibility initiative, 2026). (Norfolk County Council, 2018).
Comparative analysis
When evaluating the early help communication provided by Leicestershire, Norfolk, and Staffordshire County Councils, distinct differences emerge in their approaches, strengths, and weaknesses.
Norfolk’s website effectively prioritises accessibility and user-friendliness, enabling families to navigate crucial early help services easily. However, the lack of detailed service descriptions can hinder families from identifying specific support options (Norfolk County Council).
Leicestershire’s early help section is informative and well-structured, offering clear information for various groups, including young carers. However, the 60-minute time limit for online requests poses a barrier for those with limited academic skills, complicating access to support (Leicestershire County Council).
Staffordshire emphasises collaborative efforts among local agencies and provides extensive information on partnerships. Yet, the overwhelming amount of information can make it difficult for users to navigate the available services (Staffordshire County Council).
 While Leicestershire excels in clarity, it faces barriers due to form restrictions. Norfolk should enhance content depth, and Staffordshire risks overwhelming users. Each council would benefit from efforts to improve clarity and accessibility to ensure that families receive timely support (Plain Language 2025).
Recommendations
To improve the navigation and accessibility of Early Help websites for families in crisis, several suggestions would be beneficial.
A simple navigation menu that’s user-friendly for everyone, such as "Get Help Now " and "Support Services,” using clear labels that reflect a family in crisis (Cabinet Office Digital Handbook 2026).
Many families may access these websites using mobile devices. Ensuring that the websites are fully responsive will make navigation easier for users on smartphones and tablets (Web Accessibility Initiative, 2019).
Every service or program should start with a summary that explains what it offers, who it is meant for, and how to access it. Use simple language and avoid jargon to ensure clarity. (Plain language 2025).
Provide clear, step-by-step guides for accessing services, including visual aids or infographics to help families understand processes without feeling overwhelmed (Plain Language 2025).
Include case studies or testimonials from families who have successfully navigated the early help system. This will provide real-world examples of how others accessed support and the impact it had on their lives (NICE,2019).
Introduce a live chat feature for families to ask questions in real time. This chat could be staffed by trained personnel who provide immediate assistance or connect families to appropriate services (gov. UK, 2023).
Implement a user-friendly feedback system that allows users to report their experiences with the website. This will help councils identify user difficulties and make necessary improvements (Hewit, Alasdair, 2025).
By implementing these recommendations, the websites can significantly improve accessibility and usability for families in crisis, ensuring they can find and access the support they need without unnecessary barriers.
conclusion
In conclusion, the evaluation of early help and family support services across Leicestershire, Norfolk, and Staffordshire County councils highlights the vital role of clear communication and user-friendly access to support for families and children. While each local authority has demonstrated strengths in distributing information, such as concise explanations of services and intended users, there are areas for improvement, particularly in ensuring that online processes are accessible to all, regardless of background or ability.
The findings of this report highlight the importance of a collaborative approach to early help, driven by multi-agency partnerships that prioritise the welfare of children and families. By improving the clarity and usability of their online resources, local authorities can significantly enhance access to essential services, empowering families to seek help proactively before challenges escalate. Ultimately, a commitment to refining these early help mechanisms will foster resilience, promote better developmental outcomes for children, and contribute to a more supportive community environment. 
It is essential for local authorities to take proactive measures in implementing the recommendations outlined in this report. By doing so, they can ensure that early help services not only maintain their effectiveness but also remain inclusive and accessible to individuals and families who most need support. This commitment will ensure that those in need can easily access the vital resources and assistance that can make a significant difference in their lives.

