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[bookmark: _hb0f9782pdy8][bookmark: _Toc237041362]Introduction
Early help is a central focus of the work of local safeguarding partnerships across England. It is designed to support children and families to prevent minor issues becoming major issues. One of the first places a parent/carer may look for help is a website for a local authority (Trend, 2025). This translates to early help that is delivered electronically and that matters. Families might not be able to find information in a timely fashion if the information is hard to find, or if the information is not clear. 
In this report, the analysis looks at the extent to which three local authorities (Leicestershire City Council, Norfolk County Council and Staffordshire County Council) promote early help and family support services through their websites. A website was identified as a specific target, as these sites may be the first point of call for concerned parents when a phone line is not available out of working hours. The difference between an early contact with a family and a struggling family trying to “do it themselves” is a clear and easy-to-use website. The report starts by providing information about the early help system and multi-agency working based on national guidance. It then explores each site in detail to clarify and to tone, and make it accessible to non-specialist audiences. It follows with a comparative analysis, and a conclusion with recommendations for improvement.


[bookmark: _xcqsztiz9qbd][bookmark: _Toc237041363]Explanation of the Early Help System
Early Help System provides help to a child or family before a problem escalates. Can be provided at any time in a child's life, from prenatal to aged 25 years for a young person who has additional needs. Early help is not only early help, and it is not one service. It is a complete system of universal, targeted and specialist support provided by a multitude of organisations collaborating, such as schools, health visitors, housing teams and voluntary groups (Early Help System Guide, 2026). 
The Early Help System Guide is a guide for a national vision of an early help system. It challenges local strategic partnerships to consider how they use data, how they engage with families and how services are coordinated (Early Help System Guide, 2026).
The system, which should be based around the child, needs to be based on early action, before the family reaches 'crisis point', not on targets and procedure (Edwards et al., 2024). This is at the core of the early help agenda. Agencies are not always effective in prioritising and resourcing early help where policy is good (Barfield, 2023). It needs to be implemented well in local areas too, especially in communicating with families.
Families should also have information on the help that can be provided and know how to seek help. Some parents may think that if they raised a concern to a council with regard to something they saw in the home, then they would be more involved with social care. Presence of clear and welcoming local authority information on a local authority website can help to alleviate this anxiety. Be able to reassure families that early help is not something to fear, but is a service to support them (McCarthy and Guerin, 2022). This is not merely an administrative concern, but the design and wording of the early help webpages is part and parcel of the early help system.
[bookmark: _fpnpkb31fpbb][bookmark: _Toc237041364]Explanation of Multi-Agency Working
Multi-agency working is working together around a child and their family with more than one organisation and/or profession working together, rather than each profession/service working independently. The Department for Education believes that all organisations which work with children have a responsibility to safeguard and promote welfare, not just children's social care. This is reflected in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026, which supersedes the 2023 edition and reinforces the expectations for local authorities, police and health services to work together (Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026, 2026). 
One of the principles of multi-agency working is the concept of the ‘team around the family' with one practitioner designated as the lead practitioner for a team of services under one plan. This assists families to avoid retelling their story to various professionals and to ensure the entire story is known to all concerned (Baxter et al., 2023). A more joined-up approach has been included within the 2026 guidance, referred to as ‘family help', which involves targeted early help alongside section 17 support for children in need. It illustrates an ongoing multi-agency working which is constantly developing in order to provide support to families in a less complex and more streamlined fashion.
The sharing of information is also an important aspect of multi-agency working. Services are able to coordinate supports only with information pertaining to a child and family. The 2026 guidance makes it clear that data protection law is not an obstacle to sharing information if this is necessary to protect a child. Early help involves a range of services for families, and the family may be talking to each other about what is going on. Families should, at least ideally, be told this in a straightforward manner on websites, so they know what to expect, and understand that sharing information is in their best interests, not to trick them.
[bookmark: _2uqoe6x8mdfd][bookmark: _Toc237041365]Evaluation of Three Local Websites
[bookmark: _z6vn303xvr8n][bookmark: _Toc237041366]The Leicestershire City Council Website
Leicestershire City Council has a dedicated page on early help which explains the meaning of early help and for whom, as well as providing information for children from birth up to twenty-five (SEN). It provides a telephone number and email address to direct families to and for professionals who can assist them. It also introduces the multi-agency referral form (MARF), which is used by professionals to ask for assistance on behalf of a family (Leicestershire County Council, 2026). Some awareness of multi-agency working and links are made to early help, and a wider referral process is used and involves several services.
Early help information, however, is not in one place (family website and on archived pages) or all on one website, and leaves the parent seeking help in a hurry in a confused position. The main early help page also, in some instances, caters for professionals in their roles, such as the team around the family and lead practitioner. This may have an impact on access for a parent, who is not a specialist, but who seeks help for the first time.
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Figure: Leicestershire City Council (Leicestershire County Council, 2026).
[bookmark: _tpyrlenf4d9d][bookmark: _Toc237041367]The Norfolk County Council Website
The Norfolk County Council early help web page clearly makes it clear that early help is for children aged 0-17 and their families. Provides realistic and good examples of situations that might cause a family seeking help to get in contact with domestic abuse, drug and alcohol problems, school refusal, and money and accommodation problems (Norfolk County Council, 2026). The use of everyday examples makes this page accessible to parents.
It also focuses on how early help is better than late response, which explains, in simple terms, what early help is. Also, Norfolk has separated guidance for professionals and guidance for families, which is useful as parents will not have to read guidance written for professionals to make referrals. A limitation is that some early help contact information is different on each page; some early help contact information is a central number, others are district-based, and this can be confusing to a family who are seeking early help.
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Figure: Norfolk County Council (Norfolk County Council, 2026).

[bookmark: _tvx8z0j73ccz][bookmark: _Toc237041368]The Staffordshire County Council Website
Staffordshire County Council have their early help work in its Family Hubs section, which is based on the principle that early help is linked to a physical, local service that families are already familiar with. The page gives a description of the need for help for help at some point, and that early help is about local services providing advice and support early to address family needs (Staffordshire County Council, 2026). This simple and welcoming manner of communicating is likely to be embraced as accessible by a family that might not be looking for assistance.
Staffordshire also offers a more detailed list of services like Staffordshire Connects that enables families to find services that are a good fit for them. A good example of multi-agency signposting, as it is a one-stop location of a range of supports. The Staffordshire website layout is complex; however, early help information is fragmented and can be found in many different areas of the website: Families First, Family Hubs and Staffordshire Connects. If there are multiple pages for early help information, it will take a family who did not know the site a few clicks to get to the correct page, which may make a site less accessible.
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Figure: Staffordshire County Council (Staffordshire County Council, 2026).
[bookmark: _in552dsit24w][bookmark: _Toc237041369]Comparative Analysis
In all three councils, a basic level of communication exists, and this outlines what early help is and a route to families requesting help. Norfolk's key strength is that they have clear and relatable examples of family difficulties and a parent is able to recognise and identify that there are supports they can access. Staffordshire is known for its friendly tone and signposting to Staffordshire Connects, the treasure trove of supports in one directory for families to choose from. Leicester is unique in having a particular telephone number as well as an email address to send to at the top of their early help page.
The drawbacks are that Leicestershire's page is most professionally oriented towards ‘referrals', which may not be as available to parents who may not be familiar with terms like MARF. Norfolk's contact details are scattered over several pages, potentially confusing people as to which number to call. The three sites are the most diverse both in terms of form and the number of steps required to get to the full picture of support; the Staffordshire one is the easiest and goes through a couple of sections. There is a strand of multi-agency working in delivering early help in practice, but there is no clarity on the three websites that make this clear to families.
Of those sources, Norfolk County Council appears to be the most accessible and a good source of information, overall, in relation to early help for families. Information is directly communicated to parents in a clear and familiar manner (Norfolk County Council, 2026). It also sets itself apart from information that's geared towards professionals. This helps parents to have more of an understanding of the support that is available to them. It also avoids and minimises the use of jargon that could deter or confuse families from seeking help. In Leicestershire and Staffordshire, there are also helpful early help services. Family support is good in both Councils. Parents and others who are not specialists can also use their websites. No professional referral is needed for parents to access information. However, Norfolk does have information in a parent-friendly format. Overall, all three councils provide valuable services, with Norfolk being the most clearly and directly communicating about early help information to families.


[bookmark: _9urs48e1h4te][bookmark: _Toc237041370]Conclusion and Recommendations
Early help is crucial in supporting families before concerns get out of hand, and website communication has a crucial role in ensuring that families are able to access early help services. In this report, it has been identified that Leicestershire, Norfolk and Staffordshire all have information relating to early help that is accessible online, but to varying extents, and some of which is accessible, clear and easy to understand. The clear examples and the simple structure provided were suitable for children's families and were identified as the most effective of the three.
All three local authorities have a chance to improve the capacity to have a single non-jargonistic, easily labelled early help landing page, readily available from the home page. Councils should also ensure that the contact information is consistent across all pages, to ensure that families do not know which number/service to call. Finally, there is increased scope for local authorities to support families to understand how multi-agency working works (for example, a short explanation of how different services work together around a family) and this could help to build trust and understanding in the support being offered.
In general, the websites could be enhanced in terms of design and/or wording to have a strong impact on families. Early help should be early, and anything blocking people from being able to access information online should be given as much importance as a good service once people have made contact.
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