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[bookmark: _Toc235394872]Introduction
Most of the families that struggle will first look to help themselves often turning to the phone or laptop rather than the council before a social worker gets involved. The concept of Early Help is England-wide and describes the network of preventative help that is provided at that early stage, to strengthen the family before it reaches a point where statutory children's social care intervention is required (DLUHC and DfE, 2022). A council's website is one of the first tools to which a family will turn for protection; the design and content of this is not a minor concern of an administrator, but rather a critical piece of the protection armor.
This report tests this concept. It examines three local authority sites, Leicestershire County Council, Norfolk County Council, and Southwark Council, and deems a simple question: if a concerned parent typed ‘early help’ into a search engine tonight, how fast, clearly and comprehensively would each council respond? Throughout, the Early Help System Guide (DLUHC and DfE, 2022) and the statutory guidance Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 (HM Government, 2026) are used as benchmarks for good, family-centered, multi-agency Early Help provision in principle and in how it is communicated.
The following has been broken down into five stages: first, an explanation of what the Early Help system is and how it sits alongside statutory safeguarding; second, an explanation of multi-agency working and why it's important; third, a site-by-site review of the three; fourth, a head-to-head comparison of the three; and finally, a set of practical recommendations for how councils signpost this support online.
[bookmark: _Toc235394873]2. Explanation of the Early Help System
Early Help is not a team or a service but a coordinated system a term that has been used deliberately in the national guidance. The Early Help System Guide defines it as ‘the overall support which increases a family's resilience and outcomes or decreases the likelihood of a problem getting worse' (DLUHC and DfE, 2022, p.6). That system consists of three interlocking elements: universal services, available to all families (e.g. schools, GPs, family hubs); community services voluntary organisations, faith groups and informal networks; and acute or targeted services, social care, mental health teams, substance misuse services (DLUHC and DfE, 2022).
The difference between Early Help and a crisis response is time and approach. It aims to be delivered to families at the earliest point when they begin to experience challenges – not after problems are already severe, and is to be provided by one Lead Practitioner who carries out one assessment and creates one shared family plan, ensuring that a family does not need to recount its situation each week to a different practitioner (DLUHC and DfE, 2022). The whole family, strengths based approach is designed to help families become more connected with their own support networks after formal participation, and not just to services.
This is a preventative framing that is important since need is not uniform. A systematic review revealed that children in lower socioeconomic status are at significantly greater risk of all of the adversities that the Early Help system is designed to tackle and cautioned that policy that doesn't take into account this context is likely to be ineffective (Walsh et al., 2019). Early Help therefore needs to break this cycle of inequality at an early stage.
None of this happens in a vacuum. Early Help exists within the statutory safeguarding framework established in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026, and below the co-operation provisions of the Children Act 2004. When local partnerships do not identify and respond to children's needs early, families are more likely to move towards the more expensive levels of children's social care engagement (HM Government, 2026). Family Hubs is a single ‘front door' that provides universal and early help support for families with children up to 19 years (or up to 25 years if a child has an SEND) and has been a subject of government investment, with the aim of making it a reality both physically and digitally (DLUHC and DfE, 2022). 
[bookmark: _Toc235394874]3. Why Multi-Agency Working Matters Here?
One professional will not see the whole picture of the life of a family. Multi-agency working involves the sharing of information and collaboration between various services and professionals, such as social workers, teachers, midwives, the police, and workers from the voluntary sector, rather than working in isolation (HM Government, 2026). Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 sets this out as three levels of local partnership working: strategic leadership, middle management, and operational, day-to-day direct practice, and clearly recognises that strong partnership working between the family and practitioners around them is essential to achieving positive outcomes for children.
This is significant to Early Help as family problems do not usually come in isolation. One family experiencing domestic abuse may have a child who is failing to go to school, a parent whose anxiety is not being addressed, and a family experiencing rent arrears. The Early Help System Guide's workforce table outlines the different roles within the system and how they contribute to this joined up approach, Lead Practitioner is typically the role for children's social workers and for those with a dedicated family or early help worker, they will model whole family working, whereas more specialist roles such as Midwives, Housing Officers, Youth Offending Staff will be part of the ‘team around the family' when their expertise is specifically needed (DLUHC and DfE, 2022).
A multi-disciplinary services study of children's services showed that frontline staff generally were most likely to adopt new working patterns when they were compatible with social work values and had tangible impact within a short time frame, rather than when they were considered "bureaucratic" or otherwise burdensome (Bostock et al., 2018). A family's experience of ‘joined-up' support is dependent upon how ‘joined-up' working is integrated into day-to-day practice, not policy.
Finally in practice, a single, shared family plan, not a pile of separate referrals, is created collaboratively around the child. It's not just a courtesy, it's the statutory duty enshrined in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 to work together, not just side-by-side, when safeguarding and promoting a child's welfare. 
[bookmark: _Toc235394875]4. Evaluation of Three Local Authority Websites
Each website below was judged against four practical questions a family might actually ask: Can I find this quickly? Do I know the language that is used? Does it tell me all I need to know? And is it obvious how to get in touch?
[bookmark: _Toc235394876]Leicestershire County Council
Leicestershire's Early Help are referred to as ‘Family Help’ (formerly Children and Family Wellbeing Service) and are located in Education and children > Social care and supporting families within the council's main site. It outlines that where families are experiencing difficulties that extend beyond the scope of the school or GP, targeted early help – and, if necessary, Child in Need services, are available (Leicestershire County Council, no date a).
Strengths:
•          Detailed, named group-work programmes (e.g. ‘Feeling Safe’ for children affected by domestic abuse, a dedicated Young Carers Group), giving families a concrete sense of what support looks like (Leicestershire County Council, no date b).
•          A direct phone number is provided for families wanting to talk to someone (Leicestershire County Council, no date a).
Weaknesses:
•          Content is split across two different domains, public-facing leicestershire.gov.uk and the more professional-oriented resources.leicestershire.gov.uk, making full picture harder to piece together.
The service is renamed at mid-site as ‘Family Help' which may be confusing to a family looking to find a service using the nationally recognised term ‘Early Help'.
There was no video, audio or easy read content for families with lower literacy/English as an additional language.
[bookmark: _Toc235394877]Norfolk County Council
The Early Help page on Norfolk's website (children and families on norfolk.gov.uk) is excellent and is very conversational. It also indicates other provision, such as Best Start Family Hubs and Home-Start Norfolk (a volunteer-led scheme through Norfolk County Council, no date b).
Strengths:
True warmth and an "ordinary" language: ‘If you or your children have difficulties in your family or are worried about your children, there are people who can help you and support you' (Norfolk County Council, no date a).
The triggers, as concrete and relatable examples, such as domestic abuse, substance dependency, school refusal, financial worry, help a parent to identify their own situation within the text.
Norfolk County Council, no date b) says that a working online self-referral form and one central phone line make the initial contact easy.
Weaknesses:
There is no one centre place to find related information with a Community Directory listing, a Family Information Service sub domain and the main early help page.
One family may be on one of these pages, and never find the other.
[bookmark: _Toc235394878]Southwark Council
Southwark has organized its material on Early Help into an easy to follow universal/targeted split for the reader, doing much of the work for them before they even get a chance to begin.
Strengths:
•          Short, logical breadcrumb: Children, young people and families > Children’s social care > Early help – easy to follow.
•          The content is clearly broken down into ‘About early help’ (universal) and ‘Extra early help’ (targeted, the Family Early Help service) which closely reflects the national continuum of need (Southwark Council, no date a; no date b).
There is evidence of a ‘last updated’ date which helps to establish confidence that the information is up to date and a referral form and email address provided (Southwark Council, no date b).
Weaknesses:
The menu of services on the phone line is oriented toward the professional referral and consultation categories, not towards a family's initial point of contact with an anxious family.
Little to no sign of the process of what actually happens after a referral is made.
When compared to each other, the differences are striking. Only on Southwark is there a visible ‘last updated’ date, and it does work to engender confidence that the information is up to date. Norfolk alone is embedding a working self-referral form directly on the Early Help page, instead of using an external system. Only Leicestershire identifies specific and recognisable support groups e.g. ‘Feeling Safe', allowing families to have a tangible ‘service' to visualise rather than an abstract one. But none of the three councils hides their Early Help content three clicks or deeper from the home page, and discoverability is not where the difference is greatest,  it's what they do once a family gets to them. 
[bookmark: _Toc235394879]5. Comparative Analysis
While no single council performs well on all measures, a profile is revealed when all three sites are compared.
In terms of accessibility, Southwark's short breadcrumb takes the top spot when it comes to getting around under pressure, followed closely by Norfolk (with its content spread out), but Leicestershire is slowest due to rebranding mid-way and the cross domain structure. Southwark and Leicestershire are more formal than Norfolk is, as it uses warm and plain-English language. Comprehensiveness - Leicestershire has the most in-depth view of what support means, while Southwark and Norfolk are functional but lack in detail.
Although not as full as the other two, Southwark's highly structured and outdated material is the most easy to believe and follow in moments of stress. Norfolk is successful on tone (reads like it was written for a frightened parent, not a professional), but has lost marks for sprinkling that good content over too many different pages. Cross domain navigation and mid-journey re-brand to ‘Family Help' make it the most convoluted of the three to navigate quickly, providing families the most clear idea of what it means to help.
If accessibility is the criteria – a family will be no better off from having the best content when they cannot find it – then Southwark is the most effective and accessible website overall. They all have their blind spots, however, with none making it clear what happens after a family makes contact, nor offering a simple visual walk-through of the translated materials or easy-read.
[bookmark: _Toc235394880]6. Conclusion and Recommendations
Comparing Leicestershire, Norfolk and Southwark demonstrates that while all three councils have a genuine and well-resourced Early Help offer, in keeping with Early Help System Guide and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026, this is not equivalent to communicating this offer effectively online. Southwark's language was judged to be most dated, Leicestershire the most content-rich but the least easy to navigate and Norfolk the most accessible in terms of language.
There are three practical changes which would move all three sites up to good practice and the vast majority of Councils:
· Create a single, consistently branded page with the Early Help content, rather than having it on a number of subdomains.
· Ensure that the nationally recognised term ‘Early Help’ is used throughout, even if a local brand name, for example ‘Family Help' is also used.
· Show the 'Last updated' date for each page, as is done in Southwark, so that families can be confident of the information being up to date.
An information website is usually initial, and sometimes the only,  first effort by a family to protect themselves. Early Help's preventative function is undermined before the first conversation is had, where it is hard to find, confusingly branded or written in professional rather than everyday language. 
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