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[bookmark: _Toc235384220]AN EXAMINATION AND ANALYSIS OF HOW THE ‘EARLY HELP’ SYSTEM IS SIGNPOSTED TO UK FAMILIES BY THEIR LOCAL AUTHORITY WEBSITE.
[bookmark: _Toc235384221]INTRODUCTION:
Early Help is a proactive approach within the UK safeguarding system that provides support to children, young people, and families at the earliest opportunity, helping to prevent difficulties from becoming more complex and reducing the need for statutory intervention (Department for Education, 2023). It recognises that families may face challenges such as parenting, health, education, housing, domestic abuse and financial difficulties. Effective Early Help improves outcomes for children by providing timely support when needs are identified (Department for Education, 2023).
ONS data show that 42.3% of UK families contained dependent children in 2024, highlighting the importance of ensuring families can access appropriate support services when challenges arise (Office for National Statistics, 2025). Local authorities play a key role in ensuring families can access the support and services they need. Accessible online information can support families in understanding and accessing Early Help services (Government Digital Service and Central Digital and Data Office, 2018).
This report examines how Early Help information is communicated through three local authority websites: Norfolk County Council, Staffordshire County Council and Leeds City Council, using a critical evaluation approach. It assesses how effectively each website explains Early Help and family support services, focusing on accessibility, clarity, navigation, resources, referral pathways, safeguarding, and multi-agency working. It compares their strengths and weaknesses before offering recommendations to improve families’ online access to Early Help services. 
[bookmark: _Toc235384222]EXPLANATION OF THE EARLY HELP SYSTEM:
The Department for Education and the Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities (2022a) define Early Help as a coordinated system that supports children, young people and families when difficulties begin to emerge. It involves working collaboratively with families and relevant services to prevent challenges from escalating and to improve wellbeing and outcomes. 
The principles of Early Help are underpinned by the Children Act 1989, which established the legal duties of local authorities to safeguard and promote children’s welfare, forming the foundation for approaches that support children according to their individual needs (HM Government, 1989). Early Help therefore aims to provide timely support when needs are identified, improving outcomes, and preventing difficulties from becoming more complex (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022a).
Early Help is based on several key principles. First, support should be family-centred, with professionals working collaboratively to understand families’ strengths and challenges. Second, services should be accessible and inclusive for all families. Finally, Early Help should involve partnership working across agencies, including education, health, social care, police and voluntary organisations (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022a).
Building on these principles, the purpose of Early Help is to reduce inequalities and improve outcomes by addressing problems as early as possible. The scale of need among children and families highlights the importance of preventative support, with 399,500 children identified as children in need in England at 31 March 2024, demonstrating the continued need for effective early intervention (Department for Education, 2024). Early Help supports children’s wellbeing by addressing family challenges linked to education, development, housing, finances and safeguarding through coordinated support that improves outcomes for children and families (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022a).
For example, a child experiencing difficulties at school may benefit from support from teachers, health professionals and family workers before concerns escalate into a safeguarding issue requiring statutory social work intervention. The Supporting Families Programme Guidance 2022 to 2025 promotes whole-family, strengths-based support through coordinated multi-agency intervention, helping to address emerging needs early and improve outcomes for children and families (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022b).
Early Help aligns with the wider safeguarding framework by promoting early identification, prevention and coordinated support for children and families. Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) emphasises the importance of effective multi-agency collaboration to protect children and promote their welfare, with Early Help supporting early identification and preventing concerns from escalating to statutory intervention (Department for Education, 2023). Local authorities play a central role in making Early Help accessible by clearly communicating available services to children, young people and families.
[bookmark: _Toc235384223]
EXPLANATION OF MULTI-AGENCY WORKING:
Multi-agency working refers to professionals from different organisations collaborating to support children, young people and families effectively (Moran et al., 2007). Within Early Help, collaboration is vital because families may face complex and interconnected challenges that require support from multiple services working together (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022a). This collaborative approach is supported by the Children Act 2004 which established a legal duty for agencies to work together to safeguard and promote the welfare of children, forming the basis for multi-agency safeguarding arrangements (HM Government, 2004).
The statutory guidance Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) further emphasises the importance of effective collaboration between local authorities, health services, schools, the police and other partner agencies in protecting children from harm and promoting their welfare (Department for Education, 2023).
Early Help involves various professionals, with schools and colleges often identifying early concerns relating to attendance, behaviour, learning and emotional wellbeing (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022a). Health professionals, social workers and voluntary organisations contribute to Early Help by supporting children's development, physical health and mental wellbeing, while providing specialist support for families experiencing more complex needs (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022a).
The Early Help System Guide emphasises that effective systems rely on strong partnerships, shared responsibility and clear pathways linking universal services with targeted support (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022a). This ensures support is coordinated around the child and family, reducing duplication between services and preventing families from repeatedly explaining their circumstances to different professionals.
Multi-agency working ensures families receive the right help at the right time by considering their wider circumstances. For example, a child’s behaviour may be linked to parental stress, financial difficulties or housing problems (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022a). Effective collaboration requires clear communication, information sharing and coordinated support to overcome barriers and improve outcomes for families (Sloper, 2004). Local authorities should clarify how services work together and provide support.
[bookmark: _Toc235384224]EVALUATION OF THREE LOCAL AUTHORITY WEBSITES:
[bookmark: _Toc235384225]Norfolk County Council Website
Norfolk County Council provides a dedicated online section explaining Early Help and wider family support services. The information is presented within the children’s services section and is organised in a way that makes it accessible and straightforward for users to locate relevant guidance about support available for children, young people and families (Norfolk County Council, no date).
A key strength of the Norfolk website is its clear explanation of Early Help and who can access support. The website explains how families can access Early Help services and provides information on education, safeguarding, referral routes and contact details, encouraging early intervention before difficulties escalate. This reflects the preventative approach promoted by the Department for Education and the Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities (2022a). Norfolk’s Early Help approach also recognises wider family challenges, including financial difficulties and mental health concerns that may affect children’s and families’ wellbeing (Norfolk County Council, no date).
However, although the information provided is comprehensive, the navigation process could be improved. Based on an analysis of the website structure, some families may find it challenging to locate specific services when navigating through several pages. Creating a single Early Help page with referral options, key information and frequently asked questions could improve accessibility and make support easier to access.
Overall, Norfolk County Council provides reliable and comprehensive Early Help information, although improvements to navigation and visibility of support pathways would enhance the user experience.
[bookmark: _Toc235384226]Leeds City Council Website
Leeds City Council presents Early Help information through its children and families webpages, including a “One minute guide: Early help” section. The website explains the purpose of Early Help, highlighting timely support and outlining different support levels, including universal services, targeted services and Family Hubs (Leeds City Council, 2025).
One of the main strengths of the Leeds website is its clear explanation of Early Help and the support available. It provides information on financial support, housing, parenting, family group conferencing and children’s centres helping families understand the services available for different needs (Leeds City Council, no date).
Another strength of the Leeds website is its focus on professional collaboration. It provides guidance for practitioners and highlights how schools, health services and other agencies contribute to Early Help assessments. This aligns with Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023, which identifies multi-agency working as essential to effective safeguarding practice (Department for Education, 2023).
The Leeds website uses clear, easy-to-understand language and well-organised sections, making information accessible for families. However, some support information is spread across different webpages, requiring users to search several sections before finding specific services. A central Early Help page with referral details could improve navigation. 
Collectively, the findings suggest Leeds City Council provides detailed and accessible Early Help information, although the user journey could be simplified.
[bookmark: _Toc235384227]Staffordshire County Council Website
Staffordshire County Council provides information about Early Help through its children and families services webpages. The website explains the purpose of Early Help and outlines how families can access a range of support services.
An important strength of the Staffordshire website is its practical focus. It provides clear guidance about what Early Help is, who it is for and how families, professionals and organisations can access assistance. This approach supports the principle that Early Help should be easily available to families at the earliest stage of need (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022a). 
Accessibility is another positive feature. The use of simple language and clear headings makes the information relatively easy for families to understand. The website provides guidance on accessing support, children’s emotional wellbeing, education and referral pathways, demonstrating the wide range of services available to families (Staffordshire County Council, no date).
However, Staffordshire provides less detail on how Early Help links with multi-agency safeguarding. More information about how schools, health professionals and social care work together with families would improve understanding. As information is spread across webpages, organising Early Help resources centrally could improve accessibility and make support easier for families to find.
Overall, Staffordshire County Council provides clear and practical Early Help information. However, expanding information about multi-agency working and creating a centralised Early Help page would further improve accessibility and the user experience.
[bookmark: _Toc235384228]COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS:
All three local authority websites provide useful Early Help information and explain how families can access support. However, they differ in clarity, accessibility and comprehensiveness, creating different experiences for users seeking guidance. These differences are evident in how each website organises information, presents referral pathways and signposts available services. Local authorities play an important role in promoting Early Help by supporting families at an earlier stage and preventing difficulties from escalating (Local Government Association, 2022).
Norfolk County Council presents Early Help information clearly using accessible language. A strength is its whole-family approach, recognising that parental issues such as financial difficulties and mental health can affect children’s wellbeing (Norfolk County Council, no date). However, combining key information and referral routes on one page could improve navigation.
Leeds City Council provides the most comprehensive Early Help information, clearly explaining its purpose and support available, including parenting, financial support and referral pathways (Leeds City Council, 2025). Its main strength is the breadth of information and clear connection between Early Help and safeguarding practice, although the volume of information may make navigation harder for some families.
Staffordshire County Council outlines clear guidance on Early Help and how families can access support (Staffordshire County Council, no date). However, it provides less information about how Early Help links with multi-agency safeguarding and could strengthen its explanation of professional collaboration. Navigating several webpages to find services may also be challenging for families.
Overall, Leeds City Council appears to provide the most effective Early Help information, with clear explanations and strong links to safeguarding and multi-agency practice. However, all three websites could improve accessibility by centralising Early Help information, referral routes, contact details and service links. 
A comparison of the three websites shows that effective Early Help communication requires information that is detailed yet easy for families to access. Videos, visual guides, translated resources and simplified pathways could further improve accessibility.



[bookmark: _Toc235384229]CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS:
The evaluation of Norfolk, Leeds and Staffordshire County Council websites shows that all three provide important Early Help information, but differences exist in accessibility, navigation and the level of detail available. Leeds City Council was identified as the most effective due to its clear explanations, organised layout and wider range of support services, although further improvements could benefit all websites.
To improve online signposting, local authorities should create centralised Early Help webpages with clear referral routes, simple language, contact details and links to relevant services. Ensuring information is easy to find and understand is essential for helping families access support early, preventing difficulties from escalating and improving outcomes for children, young people and families.
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