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1. Introduction
The Early Help system plays an important role in safeguarding children by focusing on providing support to families before problems become more serious. Rather than responding only when issues reach a crisis point, Early Help aims to intervene early, helping to improve outcomes for children and reduce the need for more intensive statutory services. In the United Kingdom, local authorities are responsible for delivering Early Help through coordinated systems that involve multiple services working together to support families effectively.
This report examines how Early Help is presented on the websites of Leicestershire County Council, Staffordshire County Council, and Southwark Council. The analysis focuses on how accessible the information is, how clearly it is explained, and how effectively each council communicates the support available to families.
In addition, the report considers how well each authority reflects key principles such as early intervention and multi-agency working, based on statutory guidance (HM Government, 2023). A comparison is then used to identify strengths and weaknesses, followed by practical recommendations for improving how Early Help information is communicated online.
2. Early Help System
The Early Help system refers to the support provided to children, young people, and families at an early stage, with the aim of preventing problems from becoming more serious. It focuses on early intervention, meaning that issues are identified and addressed before they require more intensive statutory services such as child protection. This approach is important because it reduces long-term risks and supports better outcomes for children (Allen, 2011).
According to HM Government in Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023), Early Help plays a key role in promoting the welfare of children (HM Government, 2023). It helps address a range of concerns, including poor school attendance, behavioural difficulties, family conflict, and health-related issues. By responding early, services can provide targeted support that prevents these issues from escalating.
Early Help is not limited to high-risk cases. It is designed to be accessible to all families who may need support, regardless of whether they meet formal safeguarding thresholds. This makes it a broad and inclusive system. Support can include parenting programmes, mental health services, youth support, and educational assistance, depending on the needs of the family.
Another important aspect of Early Help is that it is not delivered by a single service. Instead, it involves a range of agencies working together to provide coordinated support (Munro, 2011). This means that families may receive help from different professionals, but in a way that is organised and consistent.
The Early Help System Guide (2015) emphasises that for Early Help to be effective, families must be able to clearly understand what support is available and how to access it (Department for Education, 2015). If information is difficult to find or unclear, families may not seek help early enough. This is why the way local authorities present Early Help information, particularly on their websites, is an important factor in determining how effective the system is in practice. 
3. Multi-Agency Working
Multi-agency working is a key part of the Early Help system, as it involves different services working together to support children and families. This approach recognises that no single service can meet all the needs of a family, so collaboration between professionals is necessary to provide effective and coordinated support.
According to HM Government in Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023), multi-agency working allows professionals from areas such as education, health, social care, and voluntary organisations to share information and assess needs together. This helps ensure that decisions are more informed and that support is delivered in a consistent way. It also reduces duplication, where multiple services might otherwise work separately without coordination.
A key tool used within this system is the Early Help Assessment (EHA), which helps identify the needs of a child or family and supports the development of a shared plan. This ensures that all professionals involved are working towards the same goals. In many cases, a lead practitioner is also assigned to act as the main point of contact for the family. This role is important in coordinating communication and making sure support is delivered effectively.
However, the effectiveness of multi-agency working depends heavily on clear communication. Families need to understand who is involved in their support and how services are working together. If this is not clearly explained, it can lead to confusion and reduce trust in the system (Munro, 2011).
For this reason, local authority websites should clearly explain how different services collaborate within Early Help. If this information is unclear or missing, it may reduce engagement and limit how effective the support system is in practice.


4. Website Evaluation
Leicestershire County Council
Leicestershire County Council provides a strong example of how Early Help information can be presented in a clear and accessible way.
In terms of accessibility, the Early Help section is relatively easy to locate from the main website. The use of clear headings and a logical structure allows users to navigate the site without much difficulty. This is important because families looking for support may already be in stressful situations and need quick and straightforward access to information. While some pages require more than one step to reach specific services, the overall navigation remains manageable and does not significantly reduce usability. The layout also supports users in moving between sections without confusion, which improves the overall experience (NHS Digital, 2019).
The clarity of information is one of the main strengths of the website. Early Help is explained in simple terms, making it easier for users to understand what it is and who it is for. The council avoids unnecessary technical language, which improves accessibility for a wider range of users. In addition, the website provides a clear outline of the types of support available, including parenting support, youth services, and family-based interventions. This helps users identify services that are relevant to their situation and encourages engagement.
Referral pathways are also clearly presented. The website provides information on how both professionals and families can access support, including contact details and guidance on next steps. This level of transparency is important because it reduces uncertainty and supports early access to services. However, some of the referral information appears to be more detailed for professionals than for families, which may create a small barrier for those attempting to self-refer.
The website also reflects multi-agency working by highlighting that different services are involved in delivering support. However, while this is mentioned, the explanation of how these services work together in practice could be more detailed. Providing clearer examples of how support is coordinated would improve user understanding.
Leicestershire provides a well-structured and effective Early Help website, with strong clarity and accessibility, although there is still some room for improvement in how processes are explained.
Staffordshire County Council
Staffordshire County Council provides a reasonable level of information on Early Help, but it is less effective when compared to stronger examples such as Leicestershire.
In terms of accessibility, the Early Help section is available on the website but is not always easy to locate. Users may need to navigate through several pages before reaching the relevant information, which can create barriers, particularly for those who are unfamiliar with the website or are seeking support under pressure. While the overall structure of the website is functional, it lacks the clear and direct navigation seen in more effective examples. This may make the process of finding information slower and less straightforward.
The clarity of information is also less consistent. Although the website does provide an explanation of Early Help, it is not always presented in the most user-friendly way. In some areas, the use of more formal or professional language may reduce accessibility for families who are not familiar with safeguarding terms. In addition, the information is not always broken down into clear sections, which can make it harder for users to quickly understand key points.
Referral pathways are included but are not clearly explained in a step-by-step format. While contact details are available, the process of accessing support is not always obvious, which may lead to uncertainty for families. This lack of clarity could reduce the likelihood of early engagement with services.
Multi-agency working is mentioned, but there is limited explanation of how different services actually work together. This reduces understanding of how support is coordinated and delivered.
Southwark Council
Southwark Council provides information on Early Help services; however, compared to the other councils, its overall presentation is less effective and may create more barriers for users trying to access support.
In terms of accessibility, the website is more difficult to navigate. Early Help information is not clearly signposted, and users may need to search through multiple sections before finding relevant content. This can be frustrating, especially for families who need quick access to support. The structure of the website appears more fragmented, with information spread across different pages rather than being grouped in a single, clear location. As a result, the user experience is less straightforward and may discourage engagement.
The clarity of information is also limited. While the website does include references to Early Help, the explanations are often brief and lack sufficient detail. In some cases, the information assumes that users already have some understanding of the system, which may not be realistic for all families. Compared to other councils, there is less effort to simplify complex ideas or present information in an easy-to-understand way. The limited use of headings or structured sections also makes it harder to quickly identify key points.
Referral pathways are one of the weakest aspects of the website. Although some contact information is available, the process for accessing support is not clearly explained. There is no strong step-by-step guidance, which may lead to confusion and delay families from seeking help. This is a significant issue, as Early Help depends on timely access to support.
Multi-agency working is not clearly explained either. While services may work together in practice, this is not effectively communicated on the website, which may reduce user confidence in how support is delivered.
5. Comparative Analysis
A comparison of the Early Help webpages of Leicestershire County Council, Staffordshire County Council, and Southwark Council shows clear differences in how effectively each council communicates support to families.
In terms of accessibility, Leicestershire performs the strongest. Its website is clearly structured, with information that is easy to find and navigate. This makes it more suitable for users who need quick access to support. Staffordshire, while functional, requires more steps to reach key information, which reduces efficiency. Southwark presents the most difficulty, as its fragmented structure and lack of clear signposting make it harder for users to locate Early Help information.
The clarity of information also varies across the three councils. Leicestershire provides the clearest explanation of Early Help, using simple language and a well-organised layout. Staffordshire offers similar information but in a less consistent and less user-friendly format. In contrast, Southwark provides more limited explanations, often lacking detail and clarity, which may reduce understanding for users who are unfamiliar with the system.
Referral pathways show a similar pattern. Leicestershire provides relatively clear guidance on how to access services, which supports early engagement. Staffordshire includes referral information but does not present it clearly in a step-by-step format, which may create uncertainty. Southwark provides the least clarity, with limited guidance on how to access support, which could delay intervention.
In relation to multi-agency working, Leicestershire again performs better by at least indicating coordinated support between services. Staffordshire provides only basic references, while Southwark offers minimal explanation.
6. Conclusion and Recommendations
Conclusion
This report has shown that there are clear differences in how councils present Early Help services.
Leicestershire is the most effective due to its clear structure and accessible information. Staffordshire provides a moderate level of effectiveness but lacks clarity in some areas. Southwark is the least effective due to poor navigation and unclear information.
This highlights the importance of clear communication. If families cannot easily access or understand information, they may delay seeking help, which reduces the effectiveness of Early Help (Allen, 2011).
Recommendations
1. Improve navigation so Early Help is easy to find 
2. Use simple and clear language 
3. Provide clear step-by-step referral processes 
4. Better explain how services work together 
5. Improve layout using headings and bullet points 
6. Design websites with users in mind
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