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Analyzing How Local Authorities Use Their Websites to Promote the 'Early Help' System to UK Families
Introduction 
It is widely recognized that early intervention is a central element of safeguarding practices in England. There is a statutory responsibility on the part of local authorities (LAs) to ensure families can access Early Help services that are designed to address emerging needs before they become crises. There has been an increasing use of digital access to obtain support for families in need of support, which means that LA website should clearly explain the purpose, the availability, and the process for requesting Early Help. Several local authorities are examined in this report for how they implement their public websites to provide Early Help information, including Leicestershire County Council, Norfolk County Council, and Staffordshire County Council.
It evaluates each website using national guidance, which includes the Early Help System Guide (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities (DLUHC) and Department for Education (DfE), dated 2022) and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (Department for Education 2023) — in order to determine whether the websites provide clarity, accessibility, navigation, and information about Early Help. Afterward, strengths and weaknesses are compared to determine which LA provides public-facing Early Help information that is most effective. At the end of this document, there are recommendations for improvements that can be made

The Early Help System explained
The Early Help system helps children, adolescents, and families who have developing needs with timely support. A new Early Help System Guide (DLUHC & DfE, 2022) is being published this year, which will define Early Help as an interconnected network of coordinated services, rather than a single intervention, with the emphasis on the importance of providing support at the earliest possible stage following identification of potential difficulties. It is based on a principle that a whole family approach can help practitioners address the complex interplay of social, emotional, educational, and environmental factors that may have an impact on the well-being of a child, with a focus on the whole family.
There are certain characteristics that are identified as mature Early Help systems, such as clear access routes, effective multi-agency collaborations, and consistent processes such as assessments and planning that can assist families (Department for Education 2023). In addition to strengthening family resilience, preventing escalation to statutory thresholds in child protection, and reducing the government's long-term costs are the objectives.
Parents typically receive support for parenting, emotional health and well-being, school attendance, conflict resolution between the parents, substance misuse support, housing issues, and financial hardship during the early stages of their childhood. As highlighted in the policy guidance, Early Help works best when professionals share a wide range of information early on and work collaboratively to intervene (Department for Education, 2023).
There is no doubt that local authority websites play an essential role as the first point of contact for families when they need help. By providing clear, easy-to-understand information to families online, it helps them understand what Early Help is, whether they qualify for it, and how they can obtain support in the future.
1. Website evaluations by local authorities
[bookmark: _Int_QU9fyc6Z][bookmark: _Int_gOjeypr8]According to the Leicestershire County Council's web page on "Help for children and families", Early Help is presented as a way to support families undergoing difficulties that can't be met by mainstream services alone in order to obtain support (Leicestershire County Council, 2024). The main menu makes it relatively straightforward to get to Early Help.
It is explained on the Early Help website that support is available at any stage of a child's life and that self-referrals, in addition to referrals from professionals, such as teachers or general practitioners, are considered (Leicester City Council, 2024). The following quick links are provided:
· Offer of Early Help
· An Early Help assessment form
· Caregiver and parent support
· Professional support
· Early Help strategy
A structured approach is helpful for families when navigating options. The number devoted to Family Help, such as Leicestershire Family Hubs (2024) is a strength (Family Hubs Leicestershire, 2024). Due to their prominence, these numbers can be accessed immediately by families in need.
Although there are some strengths, there are also weaknesses. On the website there are terms that are used that are related to safeguarding jargon, such as "Early Help Assessment", that are not translated into plain-English, which might be confusing for families who are not familiar with it. There is also a possibility that some information about Early Help found on Leicestershire County Council and Leicester City Council websites may be duplicated, which could complicate navigation between those two council websites. Overall, the site does a good job of ensuring clarity and accessibility.
2. Norfolk County Council
There is a clear and family-friendly webpage created by Norfolk County Council titled Early Help for children and families which provides information regarding Early Help. Specifically, the website states that the support service is available to "any family with a child or young person who is up to 18 years old or 25 years old for those with special educational needs" (Norfolk County Council, 2025). It aligns with guidelines for whole-family approaches available at the national level.
It is important to note that Early Help can also provide support for children with adult issues, such as mental health problems or financial worries (DLUHC & DfE, 2022).
Norfolk County Council is strongly emphasizing the importance of family hubs, which provides face-to-face and online support for families, and which functions as one point of access to all services (Norfolk County Council, 2022).
Among the digital integration features are:
· Referral forms available online
· System for uploading Early Help plans
· Dedicated pages for professionals
· Family expectations clearly explained
Transparency and maturity are demonstrated here.
There are some weaknesses to the service, including the fact that it clusters family and professional resources within one menu, so there might be confusion. In Addition, Families may feel overwhelmed by some forms and guides because they are so lengthy. Even so, the communication routes are easy to navigate, the language is welcoming, and the overall layout is very effective.
3. Staffordshire County Council
It has been endorsed by Staffordshire County Council to provide information on Early Help under the banner of Families First. As stated on the Staffordshire County Council website, Early Help employs teams to address a range of non-social work needs, primarily at the level 3 level, that are not focussed on social needs (Staffordshire County Council, 2024). There is a professional air to this wording, however, rather than the family-friendly nature of it. On the "Support for your family" page, Staffordshire County Council communicates that the council's goal is to assist families before problems escalate, in accordance with the principles of Early Help (Staffordshire County Council, 2021). The site contains a wealth of useful resources as well as providing an important contact number for Staffordshire Children's Advice Service, so that families can gain a clear understanding of how to get in touch.
There are a positive tone and an emphasis on prevention that make the presentation a strength. Moreover, the website provides clear and concise information regarding the referral process, where to find information, and how to work together and in partnership.
The following are some weaknesses:
· It is also common for professional terminology to be used (for example, “level 3”, “targeted support).
· Content is not accessible without multiple clicks via the navigation
· Family information is not intuitively separated from professional information
There may not be immediate clarity associated with "Families First", which may lead to families not receiving Early Help.
Families First is the branding used by Staffordshire County Council in providing Early Help information. On its website, Staffordshire County Council explains that Early Help focuses on "additional targeted, non-social work needs, primarily at level 3" (Staffordshire County Council, 2024). Although this wording does not appear to be family-oriented, it does appear to be more professional. In addition to including useful resources, the website provides families with a clear route to the Staffordshire Children's Advice Service.
Using prevention as a focus and maintaining a positive tone are strengths. Moreover, the website provides clear and concise information regarding the referral process, where to find information, and how to work together and in partnership.
Weaknesses include:
· It is also common for professional terminology to be used (for example, “level 3”, “targeted support)
· Multiple clicks are required to reach Early Help content
· Separation of family information from professional information is less intuitive
There may not be immediate clarity associated with "Families First", which may lead to families not receiving Early Help.
An analysis of comparison
Transparency and accessibility
Norfolk sets itself apart by providing inclusive, plain-language explanations and emphasizing the importance of supporting all families. Although Leicestershire scores well, it sometimes uses jargon. There is a lack of accessibility for families when it comes to Staffordshire's terminology.
An overview of navigation and user journeys
· Through the Norfolk Family Hubs, users are provided with highly intuitive navigation. 
· Although Leicestershire offers straightforward quick links and contact information, there is some confusion with the split content between county and city sites.
· The Staffordshire Early Help website has more steps, reducing user friendliness.
Managing referrals
· There are numerous referral options available in Norfolk, including online forms.
· Helplines in Leicestershire are clearly visible.
· In Staffordshire, referrals are accepted by phone, but they are not streamlined online.
Linguistics that are family-friendly
· Among the strongest districts nationally, Norfolk regularly uses strengths-based, whole-family language (Department for Education 2023).
· Although Leicestershire is moderate, it is understandable.
· Families may hesitate to seek support from Staffordshire due to professional terminology.
Multi-agency work evidence
· Among them, all three mention partnering with schools, health services, and a non-profit organization.
· Norfolk's family hub illustrates the benefits of an integrated multi-agency approach.
· Partnership planning is reflected in Leicestershire's strategy document.
· The multi-agency process in Staffordshire is described less explicitly.
Overall Effectiveness
The model and language of the Family Hub, the online referral options, and the clear explanations align well with national expectations (Department for Education 2023).

Conclusion/Recommendations
As a result of this analysis, Norfolk County Council provides the most effective Early Help communications to families. A clear navigation scheme, inclusive vocabulary, a wide range of online access routes, and an explicit Family Hub structure all align with best practice, as outlined primarily in the Early Help System Guide for the Department for Education and DLUHC in 2022 and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (Department for Education 2023).
These recommendations apply to all three LAs:
1. Keep it simple
Replace jargon with family-friendly explanations for terms such as "level 3" and "targeted support".
2. Make self-referral clear
Sites should include a clear link to "Request Early Help Support" at the top.
3. Prepare a 'What to Expect' guide
It is beneficial for families to know what the Lead Practitioner's role is, when TAF meetings occur, and when review cycles occur.
4. Separate professional and family content
Confusion would be avoided
 if webpage signage was clearer, especially for Leicestershire and Staffordshire.
5. Improve mobile device visibility
A mobile-friendly website will be of great use to families who access support through smartphones.
6. Promote Family Hub branding
The Norfolk experience demonstrates the benefits of a single, easily recognisable access point. The same could be done by other LAs.
7. Explain with videos or infographics
Stressed families and families with literacy challenges can benefit significantly from visual materials.
8. Incorporate multi-agency approaches
As a result of Early Help, families should gain an understanding that support is coordinated across government, private, and volunteer organizations.
Using these recommendations as a guideline, all three local authorities can improve the early access to timely, coordinated support for mothers and their children, and strengthen outcomes in child protection that are consistent with national guidelines.
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