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1. Introduction

Early Help is a vital component of the UK’s child safeguarding and family support strategy. It refers to the provision of targeted services at the earliest opportunity to support children, young people, and their families before problems escalate into more serious concerns requiring statutory intervention. The importance of Early Help has been increasingly emphasised in national policies, particularly in the context of preventing abuse, promoting wellbeing, and reducing demand on specialist services (Department for Education, 2018). (Department for Education, 2018; Department for Education, 2023).

Local authorities play a central role in the delivery and communication of Early Help services. One of the primary ways they engage with families is through their official websites, which act as portals for information, referrals, and access to support. These websites are essential tools for promoting accessibility, clarity, and trust in services, especially for families seeking help independently or for the first time. How effectively a local authority signposts Early Help via its website can significantly impact the engagement and outcomes for vulnerable children and families.

This report aims to examine and critically analyse how three local authorities in England—Leicestershire County Council, Norfolk County Council, and Leeds City Council—communicate information about Early Help through their websites. It will explore the accessibility, clarity, and content of their online Early Help services and compare how effectively each site supports families in navigating and understanding the help available. The report will conclude by identifying which of the three provides the most effective and accessible information and suggest possible improvements for the others. (Leicestershire County Council, n.d.).














2. Overview of Early Help

Early Help is defined as the provision of support to children, young people, and families as soon as problems start to emerge or when there is a strong likelihood that problems will emerge in the future (Department for Education, 2018). It encompasses a broad range of targeted interventions aimed at reducing risks, promoting resilience, and preventing the need for statutory services such as social care or child protection. Early Help is not a single service, but a system of coordinated support delivered by professionals across health, education, social care, and the voluntary sector. (Department for Education, 2018; Department for Education, 2023).

The national framework, Working Together to Safeguard Children (HM Government, 2018), highlights Early Help as a fundamental part of safeguarding, emphasising the need for local agencies to work collaboratively to provide effective, timely, and proportionate support. This guidance encourages local authorities to develop a clear local offer for Early Help, including referral pathways, assessment tools, and family-centred interventions. When implemented well, Early Help can improve outcomes for children by addressing concerns early, strengthening family relationships, and reducing the need for more intensive interventions later. (Department for Education, 2018; Department for Education, 2023).

Local authorities are responsible for leading Early Help arrangements in their area, ensuring that services are well-coordinated, inclusive, and accessible. Their websites are one of the main platforms through which families, professionals, and community partners can access information about Early Help. These digital spaces must therefore communicate the purpose and process of Early Help clearly, providing practical resources and signposting to appropriate services. A user-friendly, informative website can help reduce barriers to support and empower families to seek help at the right time.

3. Analysis of Local Authority Websites

3.1 Leicestershire County Council (Leicestershire County Council, n.d.).

a) Website Layout and Accessibility

The Leicestershire County Council website provides access to Early Help services through the “Children and Family Wellbeing Service” section. Navigation to this section is relatively straightforward, with Early Help content linked under the “Children and Families” tab. However, users must go through several subpages before reaching detailed information, which may pose a barrier for families unfamiliar with council websites or in urgent need of help. A direct search using the term “Early Help” does lead users to the relevant pages, though the content is somewhat fragmented across different sections. (Leicestershire County Council, n.d.).

b) Clarity and Quality of Information

The language used throughout the site is professional but accessible. The council explains Early Help as a service that supports families experiencing difficulties before problems escalate. It outlines specific areas where support is provided, such as parenting, school attendance, and emotional wellbeing. However, there is limited use of plain language or visual aids to enhance understanding, and some of the terminology may be unclear to families not familiar with safeguarding frameworks. The overall tone is formal, which could feel impersonal to users seeking reassurance and guidance.





c) Resources and Tools Provided

The website includes information on how families or professionals can make a referral to the Children and Family Wellbeing Service. It provides downloadable referral forms, contact details for locality teams, and brief descriptions of the service pathways. However, there is a noticeable lack of multimedia resources such as explainer videos, flowcharts, or interactive tools that could make the information more engaging and easier to navigate. The referral process is described clearly for professionals but less so for self-referring families, which may reduce accessibility.

d) Inclusivity and Accessibility

The site includes accessibility features such as text resizing and translation tools via the “Recite Me” toolbar. However, there are no specific translated versions of the Early Help information available directly. Additionally, while the service promotes inclusivity by offering tailored support to different family needs, there is limited representation of diversity in the imagery or language used. No easy-read or child-friendly materials are provided, which may exclude families with additional communication needs.


3.2 Norfolk County Council (Norfolk County Council, n.d.).

a) Website Layout and Accessibility

The Norfolk County Council website presents Early Help information under the “Children and Families” section, specifically within a page titled “Early Help and Family Support.” The site’s layout is intuitive, with clearly labelled categories and a user-friendly structure. Early Help is accessible within two or three clicks from the homepage, and a site search for “Early Help” yields direct results. Unlike Leicestershire’s site, Norfolk’s Early Help content is grouped coherently, making it easier for families to locate relevant support options. (Norfolk County Council, n.d.).

b) Clarity and Quality of Information

Norfolk provides a clear explanation of Early Help, describing it as support for families when problems first emerge and before specialist services are needed. The language is notably inclusive and non-technical, making it more approachable for parents and carers. The page outlines what families can expect from the service and provides examples of challenges Early Help can address (e.g. behaviour concerns, housing issues, or mental health). This practical framing helps users understand the service’s relevance to their everyday lives. The tone is warm and reassuring, which can help build trust and confidence among families.

c) Resources and Tools Provided

Norfolk offers a well-organised set of tools and resources. These include downloadable documents such as the Family Support Process Guide, Early Help Assessment forms, and step-by-step guidance for referrals. Importantly, the site includes links to supporting agencies and services across Norfolk, offering a comprehensive ecosystem of support. Although the materials are mostly text-based, the layout is clean, and headings are used effectively to guide the user. There are also clear instructions for both professionals and families seeking help, which improves access and usability.

d) Inclusivity and Accessibility

The council’s website offers accessibility tools such as language translation, screen reader compatibility, and customisable text size. In terms of inclusivity, the site reflects diversity in some of its imagery and offers services for families from different cultural and socio-economic backgrounds. However, like Leicestershire, Norfolk’s Early Help pages do not include easy-read versions, videos, or child-friendly content. Still, the inclusive tone and straightforward structure make it more accessible than many other local authority websites.

3.3 Leeds City Council (Leeds City Council, n.d.).

a) Website Layout and Accessibility

Leeds City Council’s Early Help content is accessible via the “Children and Families” section, under a page titled “Early Help and Support for Families.” Navigation is moderately user-friendly, though not as seamless as Norfolk’s. The Early Help content is somewhat embedded within broader service categories, which may make it harder for families to locate immediately. That said, a site search for “Early Help” quickly leads to the relevant page. The layout is clear once accessed, with structured headings and subheadings that guide the reader through the content. (Leeds City Council, n.d.).

b) Clarity and Quality of Information

Leeds presents Early Help using a family-friendly and engaging tone. It explains that Early Help is available for families with children of any age who may need extra support to manage daily challenges. The page clearly outlines when and how Early Help can be accessed and reassures families that accepting help does not mean they are failing. The use of plain language and non-judgemental phrasing reflects an understanding of potential stigma families may feel when seeking help. The inclusion of real-life examples enhances clarity and relatability.

c) Resources and Tools Provided

The Leeds website includes a Family Information Service link, referral information, downloadable leaflets, and access to a “Family Support and Early Help Directory,” which lists services available across the city. While there are no videos or interactive tools, the site does include accessible forms and guidance for professionals and families. The council also provides contact details for local Early Help Hubs, which enhances opportunities for direct communication. Compared to the other two councils, Leeds offers a wider directory of community resources, making it particularly informative.


d) Inclusivity and Accessibility

The site includes accessibility features such as translation options and compatibility with screen readers. Leeds also stands out for including links to translated documents in multiple languages, which can support non-English-speaking families. Although there is no easy-read or child-specific content, the inclusion of diverse family scenarios and the accessible tone contribute positively to inclusivity. There is some visual representation of diversity in images used across the site, promoting a more welcoming and relatable environment.







4. Comparative Analysis

The analysis of the three local authority websites—Leicestershire, Norfolk, and Leeds—reveals significant differences in how Early Help is signposted, structured, and communicated to families. While all three councils provide essential information about Early Help services, their approaches to clarity, accessibility, and inclusivity vary in effectiveness.

In terms of website layout and ease of navigation, Norfolk County Council provides the most intuitive experience. Its Early Help content is accessible within a few clicks from the homepage and is presented on a dedicated, logically structured page. Leeds City Council also offers relatively smooth navigation, though its Early Help information is more embedded within broader family services. Leicestershire County Council is the least accessible in this regard; its content is dispersed across multiple sections, requiring more effort from the user to locate specific information. (Leicestershire County Council, n.d.).

Regarding clarity and tone, both Norfolk and Leeds adopt accessible, family-friendly language that reassures and informs. Leeds stands out for addressing potential stigma around seeking help and for including practical examples that improve relatability. Leicestershire’s language, while professional and accurate, is more formal and less emotionally engaging, which could create a psychological barrier for some families.

The resources and tools provided also differ. Leeds offers the most comprehensive set of supporting materials, including access to an Early Help directory and clear guidance on local hubs. Norfolk follows closely, with structured guides and clear referral processes. Leicestershire provides the necessary forms and contact details but lacks multimedia tools or family-facing explanations that could improve understanding, especially for those unfamiliar with social care systems.

In terms of inclusivity and accessibility, Leeds again leads with translated documents and visible efforts to reflect family diversity in its imagery and examples. Norfolk includes useful accessibility tools and a diverse tone but lacks alternative content formats. Leicestershire includes basic accessibility features but does not offer translated or simplified content, limiting its reach to a more diverse audience.

Overall, Leeds City Council offers the most effective and inclusive approach to signposting Early Help services. It’s clear tone, wide-ranging support materials, and commitment to accessibility suggest a strong understanding of the needs of its local population. Norfolk also performs well, particularly in terms of layout and clarity, but could benefit from more engaging resources and inclusive content. Leicestershire, while providing the core information, would improve by simplifying its language, consolidating its content, and adding diverse and accessible materials to better support all families. (Leeds City Council, n.d.).

5. Conclusion

This report has explored how three English local authorities—Leicestershire County Council, Norfolk County Council, and Leeds City Council—present and communicate Early Help services to families through their websites. The analysis focused on four key aspects: layout and accessibility, clarity of information, quality of resources, and inclusivity. (Leicestershire County Council, n.d.).

While all three councils fulfil their basic responsibility to inform families about Early Help, Leeds City Council emerged as the most effective in communicating these services. Its website offers clear, welcoming language, practical examples, and a broad range of accessible materials. The inclusion of translated documents and diverse imagery further enhances its inclusive approach, supporting a wider cross-section of the community. (Leeds City Council, n.d.).

Norfolk County Council also provides a strong and user-friendly online presence. Its well-structured website and clear explanations make the Early Help process understandable for both families and professionals. However, the lack of multimedia resources or easy-read materials slightly limits its accessibility for users with additional needs. (Norfolk County Council, n.d.).

Leicestershire County Council, while providing accurate and professional information, could enhance its impact by improving navigation, simplifying its language, and developing more inclusive content. The current presentation may unintentionally exclude families who are unfamiliar with formal safeguarding terminology or who face language barriers. (Leicestershire County Council, n.d.).

In conclusion, the accessibility and communication of Early Help services online can significantly influence how and when families engage with support. By improving digital inclusivity, language clarity, and user experience, local authorities can strengthen early intervention outcomes and build more resilient communities
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