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An examination and analysis of how the ‘Early Help’ system is signposted to UK families by their local authority website
Introduction
This report evaluates how three local authority websites, Leicestershire County Council, Norfolk County Council and Staffordshire County Council, communicate information about Early Help and family support services. The analysis considers how clearly each authority explains its Early Help offer, how accessible the information is for families, and how effectively people are signposted to appropriate services. The websites are evaluated against the principles set out in the Early Help System Guide (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2024) and Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2023). The report concludes with recommendations for improving accessibility and family engagement.
Early Help
Early Help provides support to children and families as soon as difficulties emerge, to prevent problems from escalating and reduce the need for statutory intervention (Department for Education, 2023). Rather than being a single service, it is a coordinated system of agencies working together to identify needs early and provide appropriate support (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2024).
A key principle of Early Help is the whole-family approach, recognising that children's wellbeing is closely linked to wider family circumstances. Support may therefore address issues such as parental mental health, domestic abuse, financial difficulties and housing alongside the child's individual needs. The Early Help System Guide highlights the importance of providing proportionate support, working collaboratively with families and ensuring that services are accessible, community-focused and shaped by family experience.
Multi-Agency Working
Effective Early Help relies on strong multi-agency working. Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2023) identifies safeguarding as a shared responsibility requiring health, education, social care, police and voluntary organisations to work together. Timely information sharing allows professionals to identify concerns earlier, make informed decisions and coordinate support before problems escalate (North Yorkshire Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2024).
This collaborative approach is commonly delivered through a Team Around the Family (TAF) model, where a lead practitioner coordinates support across agencies and acts as the family's main point of contact (Sussex Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2024). This reduces the need for families to repeat their experiences while promoting consistent, joined-up support.
For families, effective multi-agency working should also be visible through clear information about available services, referral routes and how organisations work together. The Early Help System Guide (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2024) identifies shared understanding and transparency as key features of an effective Early Help system, making clear communication through local authority websites an important part of delivering accessible, family-centred support.

Evaluation of Each Local Authority Website
Leicestershire County Council
Leicestershire County Council delivers its Early Help offer through the Family Help Service, which was created by integrating several children's services into a single model in 2019 (Leicestershire County Council, 2024a). This joined-up approach reflects national guidance promoting coordinated support for children and families.
The website's main strength is the amount of information it provides. Services are organised into clear support levels, including Standard Family Support, Enhanced Family Support and support for families with children aged 0–2 years (Leicestershire County Council, 2024a). This helps users understand that support is provided according to the level of need. The website also explains evidence-based interventions, including the Solihull Approach and Triple P parenting programmes, alongside specialist Youth Justice services, giving families and professionals a comprehensive overview of available support.
Access routes are clearly differentiated. Families can request support through an online self-referral form, while professionals are directed to complete a Multi-Agency Referral Form (MARF) (Leicestershire County Council, 2024b). This reflects the Early Help principle that families should be able to access support before concerns reach the threshold for statutory intervention.
Despite these strengths, the website is less accessible than those of the other authorities reviewed. Much of the content appears to be written for professionals, with frequent use of safeguarding terminology and acronyms such as MARF and references to the First Response Children's Duty Team. Although appropriate for practitioners, this language may be unfamiliar to families seeking help for the first time.
The emphasis on referral processes and statutory pathways may also reinforce the perception that services are primarily crisis-led rather than preventative. This contrasts with Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2023), which emphasises clear, accessible communication with families. While Leicestershire provides the most detailed description of its Early Help services and referral pathways, greater use of plain language and more family-focused explanations would improve accessibility and encourage earlier engagement with support.

b) Norfolk County Council
Norfolk County Council delivers its Early Help offer through a Family Hubs approach, aiming to ensure families can access support within their communities, both online and face-to-face (Norfolk County Council, 2024). This reflects the principles of the Early Help System Guide (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2024), which highlights the importance of accessible, community-based support.
A key strength of Norfolk's website is its focus on accessibility. The information is presented using clear, straightforward language that is easy for families to understand. The Community Directory provides a useful “front-door” approach by allowing families to identify relevant support services without needing to understand complex referral processes. Eligibility information is also clearly explained, including support for children up to age 18 and young people with SEND up to age 25 (Norfolk County Council, 2024).
The website also demonstrates a whole-family approach by recognising that issues affecting children are often connected to wider family circumstances, including financial difficulties and parental mental health. Providing a clear telephone contact route gives families a simple way to seek advice and reduces barriers to accessing support.
However, Norfolk’s website provides less detail about specific interventions compared with Leicestershire’s. While it successfully communicates how families can access support, there is less information about what support may involve once contact has been made. In addition, professional guidance about Early Help assessments and processes is more prominent than family-focused information (Norfolk County Council, 2025). This creates a risk that families may encounter practitioner-focused content before finding information relevant to their own circumstances.
Overall, Norfolk demonstrates strong accessibility and effective initial signposting, making it easier for families to identify available support. However, strengthening the family-facing information about interventions and including more examples of family experiences would improve its alignment with the Early Help System Guide emphasis on family voice and experience.
c) Staffordshire County Council
Staffordshire County Council delivers Early Help through the Families First programme, with local Early Help Teams supporting families by addressing difficulties before they escalate (Staffordshire County Council, 2024a). This preventative approach reflects the principles of Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2023).
The main strength of Staffordshire’s website is its clear, family-focused communication. It explains Early Help using plain English, describing how teams listen to families, provide advice, run activities and work alongside schools and other services. This approach reduces barriers by making support easy to understand. The inclusion of a direct telephone contact also provides families with a simple route to access help.
The website also demonstrates strategic consistency through its reference to the Early Help Strategy and the aim of developing a shared understanding of support across agencies (Staffordshire County Council, 2024b).
However, Staffordshire provides less detail about specific interventions compared with Leicestershire, and professional information is signposted to external safeguarding partnership pages. This may create some fragmentation for users seeking more detailed guidance.
Overall, Staffordshire provides the strongest family-facing communication of the three authorities, with clear explanations and accessible contact routes. Expanding information about specific interventions would further strengthen its Early Help offer.

Conclusion and Recommendations
This analysis demonstrates that all three local authorities provide valuable Early Help information, but they differ in how effectively they communicate support to families. Staffordshire County Council appears to provide the most accessible and family-focused approach, using plain English, clear explanations and direct contact routes that reduce barriers for families seeking support. This reflects the principles within Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2023), which emphasises that information should be clear, inclusive and accessible.
Leicestershire County Council provides the most comprehensive information about service structures, interventions and professional referral routes. However, its greater use of professional terminology and focus on formal processes may make it more difficult for families to understand and may unintentionally present Early Help as a response to crisis rather than a preventative service. Norfolk County Council demonstrates strong accessibility through its Family Hubs approach and clear signposting, although further information about specific interventions and family experiences would strengthen its offer.
Although each authority has different strengths, there are common opportunities for improvement. The Early Help System Guide (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2024) highlights family voice, accessibility and community involvement as key features of effective systems. Local authority websites should therefore continue to develop information that reflects the experiences and needs of families rather than focusing primarily on professional processes.

Recommendations for All Authorities:
Prioritise Family Voice and Experience: The Early Help System Guide (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2024) structures its self-assessment around "family voice and experience" as a key domain. Authorities should feature family testimonials and journey maps to demystify the process and build trust, as recommended by the Supporting Families Programme (2024).
Ensure Jargon-Free Language: Working Together 2023 (Department for Education, 2023) emphasises that "families will be communicated to clearly and consistently." Websites should consistently use plain-English terms, avoiding professional acronyms such as MARF and TAF in family-facing sections, as recommended by the North Yorkshire Safeguarding Children Partnership (2024).
Implement Visual Journey Pathways: The Early Help System Guide (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2024) identifies that effective systems require "shared understanding" across partners and families. Interactive pathway diagrams visually walking families through the stages of Early Help would enhance understanding for families who may find written guidance overwhelming.
Strengthen Community Focus: The Early Help System Guide (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2024) emphasises the role of communities in identifying families who would benefit from early help. Websites should signpost to community resources, peer support groups, and voluntary sector partners to broaden the support ecosystem, as advocated by the Supporting Families Programme (2024).
Differentiate Self-Referral and Professional Referral: While professional pathways are necessary, family-facing sections should prioritise self-referral routes, making it clear that families can request support without professional involvement. Working Together 2023 (Department for Education, 2023) stresses the importance of "working with families in partnership," which requires accessible self-referral pathways that do not require professional gatekeeping (North Yorkshire Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2024).
Provide Clear Contact Information: As demonstrated by Staffordshire County Council (2024a), providing a direct telephone number significantly lowers barriers to access. All authorities should ensure that clear, prominent contact information is provided on family-facing pages.
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