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Introduction 
This report examines the Early Help system in England and evaluates how efficiently three local authorities- Southwark, Staffordshire and Nottinghamshire- correspond Early Help and wider family-support services through their web site. Early Help plays a crucial role in preventing escalation of need, promoting family resilience and supporting multi-agency intervention at the earliest stage. As many families first seek guidance online, clear, accessible and well-structured digital information is essential for enabling timely support. The report opens by describing the national Early Help framework and the importance of multi-agency working in safeguarding children and supporting families. It then provides a detailed evaluation of each local authority’s Early Help webpages, followed by a comparative analysis of their strengths and weaknesses. By assessing clarity, accessibility, structure, navigation and the use of professional versus family-friendly language, the report highlights how differing approaches can impact the ability of families to understand and access available support.

[bookmark: _Toc216266320]Explanation of the Early Help System 
The Early Help system in England is a proactive, multi-agency model aimed at recognising and assisting children, young people and families as soon as early signs of difficulty appear. Its main goal is to stop issues from developing into more serious concerns that would require intervention from statutory social care services (Department for Education, 2018). Early Help focuses on ensuring families receive the right support at the right time, thereby improving long-term wellbeing and reducing pressure on higher-level services.
Early identification is a key principle, with professionals such as health visitors, teachers, GPs and youth workers expected to recognise early signs of difficulties and share information appropriately (HM Government, 2023). The approach is holistic, considering not only the presenting issue but also wider environmental, social and health-related factors affecting family functioning.
A central element of the system is the Early Help Assessment (EHA), a voluntary, structured process used to understand the family’s needs, strengths and goals (Office of the Children’s Commissioner’s Family Review, 2022). Following an EHA, a Team Around the Family (TAF) meeting may be convened to coordinate multi-agency support and develop a shared Early Help plan. This ensures families do not have to navigate multiple services independently and promotes accountability among professionals.
The Early Help system also incorporates step-up and step-down pathways. If risks escalate, cases can be referred to statutory children’s social care; similarly, families leaving statutory services may “step down” to Early Help for ongoing support (Local Government Association, 2021). This continuity is vital for reducing repeat referrals and sustaining progress.
The Early Help System Guide also highlights that successful Early Help delivery depends on robust collaboration between local services and partners, clear pathways, and a entire-system approach that aligns early intervention across education, health and community services (Department for Education, 2021). The guide outlines how coordinated local planning and shared responsibility are essential to improving outcomes and ensuring families receive timely, proportionate support.
Overall, Early Help plays a crucial role in safeguarding, family resilience and early intervention. By prioritising preventive practice and coordinated support, to improve children’s outcomes while decreasing the need for long-term involvement from social care services. 

[bookmark: _Toc216266321]Explanation of multi-agency working
Multi-agency working involves different professionals and services working together to address the diverse and complex needs of children, young people, and their families. It acknowledges that no single organisation possesses all the expertise, resources, or knowledge required to fully support a child’s wellbeing. Consequently, effective collaboration between agencies is vital for safeguarding, early intervention, and providing coordinated support (Department for Education, 2018).
In England, guidance such as Working Together to Safeguard Children highlights that education, health, social care, police, and voluntary organisations must communicate and cooperate effectively to protect children and promote positive outcomes (HM Government, 2023). Multi-agency working involves sharing information appropriately, planning together, and jointly assessing risks and needs. This ensures that support is timely, coherent, and based on a shared understanding of the child’s circumstances.
A key advantage of multi-agency working is the prevention of fragmented or duplicated support. When services operate separately, families may experience confusion, inconsistent advice, or gaps in provision. By contrast, coordinated practice-such as through Team Around the Family (TAF) meetings-ensures that interventions complement each other and that professionals are clear about their roles and responsibilities (Local Government Association, 2019).
Multi-agency collaboration also strengthens early intervention. Professionals from different sectors are well-placed to identify emerging concerns and act swiftly before issues escalate. For example, a teacher noticing behavioural changes, a GP identifying mental health concerns, and a youth worker identifying social risks can collectively build a fuller picture of a child’s needs (Children’s Commissioner, 2022).
However, successful multi-agency working relies on strong communication, shared values, and mutual respect between professionals. When these elements are in place, multi-agency practice enhances safeguarding, improves outcomes, and ensures more efficient use of resources across health and social care.
[bookmark: _Toc216266322]An evaluation of each of your three local authority websites
Southwark Council, Staffordshire County Council and Nottinghamshire County Council each provide online early-help information intended to support families, young people and professionals. However, the accessibility, clarity and structure of these websites vary significantly. This section evaluates the strengths and limitations of each local authority’s early-help webpages.
[bookmark: _Toc216266323]Southwark Council
Southwark Council presents one of the clearest and most accessible early-help platforms. Its Early Help page outlines both universal support and targeted Family Early Help (FEH) services in a straightforward, family-friendly format (Southwark Council, n.d.a). Universal services include health visiting, school nursing, children’s centres, youth activities, SEND support, and parenting programmes. Where families require more coordinated help, the FEH service offers whole-family casework, education inclusion support, and wellbeing intervention (Southwark Council, n.d.b).
Referral pathways are clearly signposted: families and professionals can complete a referral form and submit it via email or phone the duty line for advice or urgent concerns (Southwark Council, n.d.c). Southwark’s website is particularly strong in its clear language, easy navigation and strong signposting, ensuring that families unfamiliar with early-help processes can still locate appropriate services. Overall, the site is comprehensive, accessible and well-designed.
[bookmark: _Toc216266324]Staffordshire County Council
Staffordshire County Council’s website outlines early help through its “Your Early Help Team” and Families First model, targeting children and families with non-social work but higher-level (Level 3) needs (Staffordshire County Council, n.d.). The website highlights a single point of contact through the Children’s Advice Service, allowing residents or practitioners to phone for support or guidance (Staffordshire County Council, n.d.). It lists services such as consultation, family casework, group programmes and educational support.
However, Staffordshire’s website is less clear than Southwark’s regarding the distinction between universal and targeted services. Its terminology (e.g., “level 3”) may be confusing for families encountering early help for the first time. The council’s Early Help Strategy (Staffordshire County Council, 2025) describes referral options and broader service aims, but this information is less visible on the public webpages.
Overall, Staffordshire provides a functional and professional platform, but it appears more tailored toward practitioners than families. This may limit its accessibility for those unfamiliar with social-care terminology or early-help systems.
[bookmark: _Toc216266325]Nottinghamshire County Council
Nottinghamshire County Council provides a detailed and holistic early-help offer through its Early Help Services and Family Hub Networks. The Early Help referral page provides online forms and clear instructions for both self-referral and professional referral (Nottinghamshire County Council, n.d.a). The council also offers an online “Request for Service” form that replaces older processes, which may streamline access to early help for families and organisations.
Nottinghamshire’s Family Hub Network webpage offers a broad range of services, including prenatal support, parenting programmes, emotional-wellbeing support, school-readiness services, early years development, and financial/employment advice (Nottinghamshire County Council, n.d.b). Additional support is available for more complex needs such as behavioural challenges, mental-health issues, homelessness risk, or substance misuse (Nottinghamshire County Council, n.d.c).
Compared to Southwark, Nottinghamshire provides more extensive service detail but with less intuitive navigation. Locating early-help information requires multiple clicks, and some of the page titles-such as “Family Services,” “Family Hub Networks,” or “Early Help Assessment”-may feel unclear for users without prior knowledge of early-help processes. Nevertheless, Nottinghamshire demonstrates strong commitment to wide-ranging, inclusive support.

[bookmark: _Toc216266326]Comparative Evaluation
Across the three websites, several differences emerge. Southwark Council is strongest in clarity, accessibility and ease of navigation, making it most friendly for families seeking support. Nottinghamshire County Council has the most comprehensive and inclusive service offer, covering a wide continuum of needs from pregnancy to adolescence, although navigation could be clearer. Staffordshire County Council provides straightforward contact routes but could improve public-facing clarity and reduce jargon to improve usability for the general community.
Common strengths include the presence of referral routes and clear evidence of multi-agency collaboration. However, two councils-Staffordshire and Nottinghamshire-would benefit from improved signposting, clearer structure and simpler language to help families understand the support available.

[bookmark: _Toc216266327]Assumption
All three councils offer meaningful early-help provision via their websites, but Southwark provides the clearest and most user-friendly structure, Nottinghamshire provides the widest range of services, and Staffordshire offers strong referral routes but with more complex terminology. Strengthening clarity, accessibility and navigation would enhance the online user experience and enable more families to benefit from early help at the earliest stage.

[bookmark: _Toc216266328]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.

A comparison of the Early Help information available on the Southwark, Staffordshire and Nottinghamshire local authority websites reveals notable differences in clarity, accessibility, structure and usability. Each site communicates support services in distinct ways, reflecting varied priorities and levels of public-facing detail.
Southwark Council presents Early Help information in a clear, straightforward format that is accessible to families with little or no prior understanding of social-care terminology. The Early Help pages offer a simple distinction between universal support and targeted Family Early Help (FEH) services, with clear explanations of what each type of support includes (Southwark Council, n.d.a). This clarity is strengthened by intuitive navigation and a user-friendly layout, which help families find relevant services quickly. Clear guidance for referrals and multiple access routes, including email and a duty phone line, further enhance communication (Southwark Council, n.d.c). A key strength of Southwark’s approach is its consistent use of plain language, reducing barriers for families who may find statutory language overwhelming. A potential weakness, however, is that some pages link to external portals that require multiple clicks to reach detailed documents, which might reduce ease of access for some users. 
Staffordshire County Council communicates Early Help services in a more technical format, which appears aimed more at practitioners than families. The Early Help information is structured around “Level 3” or “targeted” needs (Staffordshire County Council, n.d.), but these labels may be difficult for families to interpret without professional guidance. While Staffordshire offers a strong centralised contact route-the Children’s Advice Service-its Early Help information lacks the family-friendly presentation and clarity seen in Southwark. This makes the site less intuitive for first-time users. Although the council provides an Early Help Strategy with detailed explanations (Staffordshire County Council, 2025), this document is lengthy and may not be suitable for parents seeking quick guidance. The website would benefit from clearer signposting and simplified language.
Nottinghamshire County Council offers the widest breadth of services, reflecting a comprehensive Early Help and Family Hub model. The website outlines numerous types of support, from early years development and parenting programmes to mental-health interventions and help with school attendance (Nottinghamshire County Council, n.d.b). This holistic approach is a major strength. However, the organisation of information is less intuitive than Southwark’s, and users may struggle to locate specific Early Help content without navigating several layers of the website (Nottinghamshire County Council, n.d.a). Additionally, multiple service names—such as “Family Hub Networks” and “Family Services”-may confuse families unfamiliar with local authority structures (Nottinghamshire County Council, n.d.c). Improving signposting and reducing fragmentation could enhance user experience.
Comparatively, Southwark is strongest in clarity and accessibility, making it easier for families to understand Early Help pathways. Nottinghamshire excels in comprehensiveness, offering the most inclusive range of support. Staffordshire’s strength lies in its centralised referral process but lags in public-facing communication. Collectively, the comparison highlights the need for clearer navigation, consistent terminology, and a more family-friendly approach across all local authority websites. Ensuring this clarity is vital so families can access support early, before needs escalate.

[bookmark: _Toc216266329]Conclusion 
In summary, the Early Help system plays a crucial role in assisting children and families as soon as difficulties arise, helping to prevent statutory involvement and fostering improved wellbeing. Evaluation of Southwark, Staffordshire, and Nottinghamshire local authority websites demonstrates clear differences in accessibility, clarity, and comprehensiveness. Southwark excels in user-friendly navigation and plain language, Nottinghamshire provides the widest range of services, while Staffordshire offers strong referral routes but less accessible public information. Overall, improving website clarity, consistent terminology, and intuitive navigation across all councils would enhance families’ understanding of Early Help, ensuring timely access to support and strengthening the effectiveness of early intervention and multi-agency collaboration. 
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