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Introduction 
The provision of timely and accessible support for families is a central priority within UK health and social care policy. The ‘Early Help’ system, designed to identify and respond to emerging needs before they escalate into more complex challenges, relies not only on effective service delivery but also on clear communication and signposting. Local authority websites play a crucial role in this process, acting as the first point of contact for many families seeking guidance, resources, and reassurance.
This report examines how three selected local authorities present and signpost information about Early Help and wider family support services through their official websites. By comparing and contrasting the clarity, accessibility, and comprehensiveness of the information provided, the analysis will highlight strengths and limitations in digital communication strategies. Particular attention will be given to the use of language, structure, navigation, and supporting resources, as these elements directly influence whether families can easily understand and engage with the services available to them.
The report will conclude by identifying which of the three local authorities demonstrates the most effective and accessible approach to signposting Early Help and related support services. In doing so, it aims to provide insight into best practice in online communication and contribute to ongoing discussions about how local authorities can better support families through digital platforms in line with national expectations set out in the Early Help System Guide.
Explanation of the Early Help System
The Early Help system in the UK is designed to provide support to children, young people, and families at the earliest possible stage of need. Its central aim is prevention: identifying difficulties before they escalate into more serious problems that might require statutory intervention. By offering timely assistance, Early Help seeks to promote resilience, improve outcomes for children, and reduce the demand on more intensive social care services.

Early Help is intended for families who may be struggling but do not meet the threshold for formal child protection involvement. This includes a wide range of circumstances, such as challenges with parenting, school attendance, emotional wellbeing, housing, or financial pressures. Importantly, the system is voluntary, meaning families can choose whether to engage with the support offered. It is also flexible, recognising that needs can arise at any stage of a child’s life, from pregnancy and early years through to adolescence.

Support is delivered through a combination of universal and targeted services. Universal services, such as schools, health visitors, and children’s centres, provide information and general support that is available to all families. Targeted services, on the other hand, offer more tailored interventions, such as parenting programmes, counselling, or practical help with housing and employment. A key feature of Early Help is multi-agency collaboration: local authorities, schools, health services, and voluntary organisations work together to provide joined-up support that addresses the whole family’s needs in line with statutory expectations set out in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023.
Accessing Early Help often begins with a referral, which can be made by professionals such as teachers or GPs, or directly by families themselves through their local authority website. Once a referral is made, a holistic assessment is usually carried out to understand the family’s strengths and challenges. From this, a support plan is developed in partnership with the family, ensuring that they remain central to the process and that solutions are realistic and sustainable.

The benefits of Early Help are significant. By intervening early, the system helps prevent issues from becoming entrenched or escalating into crises. Families are supported to build resilience, children are more likely to thrive in education and relationships, and communities benefit from reduced demand on statutory services. Ultimately, Early Help embodies a proactive, family-centred approach that seeks to ensure children grow up safe, healthy, and supported.
Explanation of multi-agency working
Multi‑agency working refers to the collaborative approach where professionals from different organisations and sectors come together to provide coordinated support for individuals, families, or communities. Rather than working in isolation, agencies such as health services, social care, education, housing, and voluntary organisations share information, expertise, and resources to address complex needs more effectively. This approach recognises that no single service can meet all the challenges faced by people, particularly when those challenges span multiple areas of life.

At its core, multi‑agency working is about partnership. It involves professionals communicating openly, respecting each other’s roles, and developing joint plans of action. For example, a child experiencing difficulties at school may benefit from the combined input of teachers, social workers, health visitors, and family support workers. By pooling knowledge and coordinating interventions, agencies can ensure that support is holistic, consistent, and centred on the individual or family.

The benefits of multi‑agency working are significant. It reduces duplication of effort, ensures that families do not have to repeat their stories to multiple services, and promotes early identification of issues. It also helps professionals to see the “bigger picture,” making it easier to design interventions that tackle root causes rather than symptoms. For families, this often translates into more accessible, joined‑up support that feels less fragmented and more responsive to their needs.

However, effective multi‑agency working requires strong communication channels, clear accountability, and a shared commitment to safeguarding and promoting wellbeing. Challenges can arise when agencies have different priorities, cultures, or resource constraints, but these can be overcome through agreed protocols, joint training, and a focus on shared outcomes.

In summary, multi‑agency working is a collaborative model that brings together diverse professionals to deliver integrated support. It is particularly vital in areas such as Early Help, where the aim is to intervene early and prevent problems from escalating. By working together, agencies can provide families with the right help, at the right time, in the most effective way.

An evaluation of each of three local authority websites
· Leicestershire County Council - https://www.leicester.gov.uk
The Leicester City Council website presents itself as a comprehensive portal for residents, covering areas such as housing, council tax, schools, health and social care, and community facilities. However, when examining the site specifically for information about Early Help, it becomes apparent that the service is not directly highlighted. Families seeking support must explore wider categories like “Health and social care” or “Schools and learning”, where they may eventually find services that align with Early Help principles. This indirect signposting can create barriers for families who are unfamiliar with council structures or who may be searching under stress and need immediate clarity.
While the site does contain valuable resources—such as cost of living support, housing advice, and community centres—these are presented as separate service areas rather than under a unified Early Help framework. For example, a parent struggling with a child’s school attendance might find information under “Schools and colleges,” while another family facing financial hardship would need to look under “Cost of living support.” Without a centralised Early Help page, families may not realise that these services are part of a coordinated early intervention system.


The language and tone of the Leicester City Council website is formal and service-oriented. While clear, it lacks the family-friendly, reassuring style often used by councils that emphasise Early Help. This can make the information feel more bureaucratic than supportive.
In terms of navigation, the site relies heavily on broad service categories. Families must click through multiple pages to piece together the support available, which may be discouraging for those seeking immediate guidance. The absence of a clearly labelled Early Help section reduces visibility and may lead families to overlook relevant services.
The site does provide practical resources, such as contact details, application forms, and links to community centres. However, these are not explicitly framed as part of an Early Help offer, which diminishes the sense of a coordinated system of support.


When compared to other councils, Leicester’s approach appears less effective in signposting Early Help. For instance, many local authorities provide a dedicated Early Help landing page that explains what Early Help is, who it is for, and how families can access it. These pages often use family-friendly language, FAQs, and downloadable leaflets to make services approachable. They also provide step-by-step referral guidance, ensuring families know exactly how to request support.
Leicester’s site, by contrast, disperses information across multiple service areas without an obvious central hub. This fragmented approach may hinder families from recognising the breadth of support available under Early Help and could reduce engagement with services.


In conclusion, Leicester City Council’s website communicates a wide range of family support services but does so in a fragmented and less accessible way. The absence of a clearly signposted Early Help section means families must navigate multiple categories to find relevant information, which may reduce the effectiveness of the site as a tool for early intervention. Compared to other local authorities, Leicester’s communication of Early Help is less visible and less family friendly, making it harder for families to understand and access the support available to them.

· Norfolk County Council - https://www.norfolk.gov.uk/ 
The Norfolk County Council website is structured around broad service categories, but crucially, it includes a “Children and families” section that directly highlights family support, childcare, early learning, and safety. Within this section, families can find information about Early Help services, including how to access support, what types of help are available, and how these services fit into the wider safeguarding framework. This makes Early Help more visible and easier to locate than on Leicester’s site, where families must navigate through multiple unrelated categories.
Norfolk also integrates Early Help into its wider Norfolk Community Directory, which lists local services, activities, and groups. This directory acts as a practical tool for families, allowing them to search for specific support in their area. By embedding Early Help into a searchable directory, Norfolk ensures that families can find both council‑run services and voluntary or community‑based support, reinforcing the principle of multi‑agency collaboration.


The language and tone used on Norfolk’s site is more approachable than Leicester’s. Pages aimed at families use clear, explanatory language that outlines what Early Help is, who it is for, and how to access it. This family‑friendly style helps reduce the sense of bureaucracy and makes services feel more welcoming.
In terms of navigation, Norfolk’s site is more intuitive. The “Children and families” section acts as a central hub, and the Community Directory provides a searchable tool that links families directly to relevant services. This reduces the need for families to click through multiple unrelated categories, as is the case with Leicester.
Norfolk also provides practical resources, such as contact details, referral pathways, and links to local groups. These resources are explicitly framed as part of Early Help, reinforcing the idea of a coordinated system of support.


Compared to Leicester, Norfolk’s website demonstrates a stronger commitment to clear signposting. While Leicester disperses information across categories like “Health and social care” and “Schools,” Norfolk consolidates family support under one section and integrates it into a searchable directory. This makes Early Help more visible, accessible, and user‑friendly.
When compared to other councils such as Nottinghamshire or Leicestershire County Council, Norfolk’s approach is competitive. Many councils provide dedicated Early Help landing pages, but Norfolk’s integration of Early Help into the Community Directory adds an extra layer of accessibility, ensuring families can find both statutory and community‑based support in one place.


Norfolk County Council’s website communicates Early Help and family support services in a clearer, more accessible, and family‑friendly way than Leicester. By providing a dedicated “Children and families” section and embedding services into the Norfolk Community Directory, the council ensures that families can easily understand and access the support available. This approach reflects best practice in online communication, making Norfolk’s site more effective in signposting Early Help and related services.
· Staffordshire County Council - https://www.staffordshire.gov.uk/ 
The Staffordshire County Council website provides a clear and structured approach to family support, with Early Help signposted under the “Children and Families” section. This section acts as a central hub, directing families to services such as childcare, parenting support, safeguarding, and education. Importantly, Early Help is explicitly named and explained, which makes it easier for families to recognise the service and understand its purpose. This contrasts with councils like Leicester, where Early Help is less visible and embedded within broader service categories.
Staffordshire’s site outlines what Early Help is, who it is for, and how families can access it. It explains that Early Help is designed to support families at the earliest stage of need, before issues escalate, and provides clear referral pathways. Families are informed that they can self‑refer or be referred by professionals, and the site offers practical guidance on how to start the process. This transparency helps families feel more confident about engaging with services.

The language and tone of Staffordshire’s Early Help pages are family‑friendly and reassuring. The site avoids overly bureaucratic language, instead using clear explanations and examples to show how Early Help can benefit families. This makes the information more approachable and less intimidating for parents or carers who may already feel overwhelmed.
In terms of navigation, Staffordshire’s site is straightforward. The “Children and Families” section provides a direct link to Early Help, and related services are grouped logically. This reduces the need for families to search across multiple categories, as is the case with Leicester. The site also integrates Early Help with wider family support, such as safeguarding, childcare, and education, reinforcing the idea of a coordinated system.
Staffordshire provides practical resources such as contact details, referral forms, and links to local support groups. These resources are explicitly framed as part of Early Help, which strengthens the sense of a unified service. The site also highlights partnership working, showing how Early Help connects families with schools, health services, and community organisations.

Compared to Leicester, Staffordshire’s website is significantly more effective in signposting Early Help. Where Leicester disperses information across multiple categories, Staffordshire consolidates it under a clear heading and provides a dedicated explanation. Norfolk also performs well, with its Community Directory offering a searchable tool for families, but Staffordshire’s strength lies in its straightforward navigation and family‑friendly communication style.
Staffordshire’s approach demonstrates best practice in online communication: clear signposting, accessible language, and practical resources. This makes it easier for families to understand what Early Help is, why it matters, and how to access it.

Staffordshire County Council’s website communicates Early Help and wider family support services in a clear, accessible, and family‑centred way. By providing a dedicated section, using approachable language, and offering practical referral guidance, the council ensures that families can easily engage with the support available. Compared to Leicester and Norfolk, Staffordshire’s site stands out for its simplicity and clarity, making it one of the more effective examples of how Early Help can be signposted online.

A comparative analysis of the main strengths and weakness of how the local authority websites communicate the Early Help and other support services available to families
When examining how local authority websites communicate Early Help and other family support services, clear differences emerge in terms of visibility, accessibility, and tone. Each council demonstrates strengths in certain areas, but also weaknesses that may hinder families in accessing timely support.

Leicester City Council presents a wide range of services on its website, covering housing, schools, health, and community resources. However, its main weakness lies in the lack of direct signposting to Early Help. Families must navigate through broad categories such as “Health and social care” or “Schools and learning” to locate relevant information, which can be confusing and time-consuming. The language used is formal and service-oriented, which, while accurate, may feel bureaucratic rather than supportive. The strength of Leicester’s site is the breadth of resources available, but the fragmented presentation means families may not easily recognise these services as part of a coordinated Early Help system.

Norfolk County Council demonstrates stronger practice in signposting. Its website includes a dedicated “Children and families” section, where Early Help is clearly explained and linked to wider safeguarding and family support services. A particular strength is the integration of Early Help into the Norfolk Community Directory, which allows families to search for both council-run and community-based services. This reflects the multi-agency nature of Early Help and makes support more accessible. The language is approachable and family-friendly, reducing barriers to engagement. The main weakness is that, while the directory is comprehensive, the sheer volume of information may overwhelm some families, requiring careful navigation to find the most relevant support.

Staffordshire County Council offers one of the clearest examples of effective communication. Its website provides a dedicated Early Help section under “Children and Families,” with straightforward explanations of what Early Help is, who it is for, and how to access it. The tone is reassuring and family-centred, avoiding jargon and presenting information in a way that feels welcoming. Practical resources such as referral forms and contact details are easy to locate, and the site emphasises partnership working, showing how Early Help connects families with schools, health services, and community organisations. The strength of Staffordshire’s site lies in its simplicity and clarity. A minor weakness is that, unlike Norfolk, it does not integrate Early Help into a wider searchable directory of community services, which could limit visibility of voluntary sector support.

Overall Comparison
· Strengths:
· Leicester: breadth of resources across multiple service areas.
· Norfolk: clear signposting, family-friendly tone, integration into a community directory.
· Staffordshire: dedicated Early Help section, simple navigation, approachable language.
· Weaknesses:
· Leicester: fragmented presentation, lack of visibility, formal tone.
· Norfolk: potential information overload due to directory size.
· Staffordshire: less emphasis on community-based services compared to Norfolk.

In comparative terms, Staffordshire County Council’s website appears the most effective in communicating Early Help and family support services. Its dedicated section, clear explanations, and approachable tone make it highly accessible for families. Norfolk also performs strongly, particularly through its integration of Early Help into a wider community directory, though this can be overwhelming. Leicester, while offering a wide range of resources, is less effective due to fragmented signposting and formal communication style.

Conclusion with recommendations for areas for improvement
This comparative analysis has highlighted clear differences in how Leicester City Council, Norfolk County Council, and Staffordshire County Council communicate information about Early Help and wider family support services. While all three councils provide valuable resources, their effectiveness in signposting and accessibility varies considerably.

Leicester City Council’s website demonstrates breadth in the range of services offered, but its fragmented presentation and lack of a clearly signposted Early Help section make navigation difficult for families. Norfolk County Council performs well by consolidating family support under a “Children and families” section and embedding Early Help into its Community Directory, which reflects multi‑agency collaboration. However, the sheer volume of information in the directory may overwhelm some users. Staffordshire County Council stands out for its clarity and simplicity, offering a dedicated Early Help section with approachable language and practical referral guidance, though it could strengthen its integration with wider community‑based services.

Overall, in my opinion Staffordshire County Council’s website appears the most effective and accessible, striking a balance between clarity, family‑friendly communication, and practical resources. Norfolk also demonstrates strong practice, particularly in its integration of statutory and community services, while Leicester requires significant improvement in visibility and accessibility.
Recommendations for Improvement
· Dedicated Early Help Landing Pages
· Leicester should introduce a clearly labelled Early Help section to improve visibility and reduce confusion.
· Norfolk and Staffordshire should continue to maintain their dedicated sections, ensuring they remain easy to navigate.
· Family‑Friendly Language and Design
· Leicester should adopt a more approachable tone, reducing bureaucratic language and presenting information in a supportive, reassuring style.
· Norfolk and Staffordshire should continue to use clear, family‑centred communication, but could enhance accessibility with visual aids such as infographics or FAQs.
· Integration of Community Services
· Staffordshire could strengthen its offer by embedding Early Help into a wider searchable directory of community and voluntary services, similar to Norfolk’s model.
· Leicester should also highlight community partnerships more explicitly to reflect the multi‑agency nature of Early Help.
· Streamlined Navigation
· Leicester should restructure its site so that families do not need to navigate multiple unrelated categories to find support.
· Norfolk should consider simplifying its Community Directory interface to prevent information overload.
· Practical Referral Guidance
· All councils should ensure that referral pathways are clearly explained, with step‑by‑step guidance and downloadable resources to support families in accessing help.

 While Staffordshire currently demonstrates the most effective communication of Early Help online, all three councils can improve by enhancing visibility, adopting family‑friendly language, integrating community services, and streamlining navigation. These improvements would ensure that families across the UK can more easily access the support they need at the earliest stage, fulfilling the core purpose of Early Help.
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