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An Examination and Analysis of How the 'Early Help' System is Signposted to UK Families by Their Local Authority Website


1. Introduction

The Early Help system represents a fundamental shift in how the United Kingdom approaches supporting children, young people, and families. Moving away from a reactive model of crisis intervention, Early Help embodies a proactive philosophy: identifying and addressing difficulties before they escalate into more significant problems requiring statutory intervention (Department for Education, 2023a). The statutory guidance Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 establishes that safeguarding is a shared responsibility, mandating that local authorities, health services, police, and other agencies work collaboratively to promote children's welfare (Department for Education, 2023a). Within this framework, the Early Help system is a critical component of the work undertaken by strategic safeguarding partnerships (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2024).

In the contemporary digital landscape, local authority websites serve as the primary gateway through which families access information about available support. The accessibility, clarity, and comprehensiveness of this online information are therefore paramount (Featherstone et al., 2014). This report examines and analyses how three local authorities communicate their Early Help and family support services via their websites. The selected authorities are Leicestershire County Council (Leicestershire County Council, 2026a), Norfolk County Council (Norfolk County Council, 2024), and Staffordshire County Council (Staffordshire County Council, 2026a). This report will provide a foundational explanation of the Early Help system and the importance of multi-agency working, evaluate each authority's website, compare their respective strengths and weaknesses, and conclude with recommendations for improvement.


2. Explanation of the Early Help System

The Early Help system is not a singular service but an overarching approach to providing support to families at the earliest possible stage (Department for Education, 2023a). As defined in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023, "early help is support for children of all ages that improves a family's resilience and outcomes or reduces the chance of a problem getting worse" (Department for Education, 2023a, p. 24). It is delivered by local authorities and their partners to build family resilience and prevent issues from escalating (Barlow and Scott, 2010). The statutory guidance emphasises that early help is appropriate for families with several needs or those in vulnerable circumstances, and it is fundamentally a voluntary process requiring the family's consent (Department for Education, 2023a).

The Early Help System Guide outlines a vision where support is accessible, family-centred, and integrated across services (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2024). The guide promotes a whole family approach, ensuring professionals consider the needs of all family members when assessing and planning support. The principles for this system include:

· Voluntary and Consent-Based: Families engage voluntarily, fostering engagement and ensuring they feel in control (Department for Education, 2023a).
· Strengths-Based and Relational: Practitioners build on existing strengths and foster trusting relationships (Munro, 2011).
· Holistic and Whole-Family: Support addresses the entire family unit (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2024).
· Early and Preventative: The system catches problems early, reducing escalation to statutory services (Allen, 2011).

This system exists at various levels of intervention, from universal services to targeted early help for families with emerging needs, to intensive support for those with complex challenges (Hardy and Darlington, 2008). The Early Help system therefore represents a continuum of support designed to prevent escalation to statutory child protection services (Brandon et al., 2020).


3. Explanation of Multi-Agency Working

Multi-agency working is the bedrock upon which the Early Help system is built. Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 places a clear duty on organisations—including local authorities, health services, schools, and the police—to work together and communicate effectively (Department for Education, 2023a). This ensures children and families receive coordinated and consistent support, minimising service gaps and duplication (Horwath and Morrison, 2011).

Multi-agency working involves professionals from different disciplines sharing information, coordinating efforts, and delivering unified support to families (Frost, 2017). This is operationalised through key mechanisms:

· The Team Around the Family (TAF): Practitioners meet regularly with the family to coordinate the Early Help Plan, ensuring support is not fragmented (Department for Education, 2018).
· The Lead Professional: A nominated practitioner acts as a single point of contact, ensuring clear communication and preventing families from retelling their story to multiple agencies (Department for Education, 2023a).
· Early Help Assessments: A standardised framework used across agencies to identify needs and strengths holistically, enabling a multi-agency response (Cleaver et al., 2004).

The Early Help System Guide underscores the collective responsibility of the local partnership, describing a "network of services, processes and interactions" that work together (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2024). Successful implementation hinges on effective information sharing, a principle strongly advocated in Working Together, to enable faster, more informed decision-making (Department for Education, 2023a). Research demonstrates that effective multi-agency working requires shared understanding, mutual respect, and clear communication between professionals (Anning et al., 2006). Without this, families can experience fragmentation and confusion, undermining the effectiveness of support (Featherstone et al., 2014).


4. Evaluation of Local Authority Websites

4.1 Leicestershire County Council

Leicestershire County Council's website provides comprehensive information about its Early Help offer, branded as the "Family Help Service" (Leicestershire County Council, 2026a). This service was established in 2019 by integrating four previous services, including the Troubled Families programme and the Youth Offending Service (Leicestershire County Council, 2026b).

Strengths:

· Clear Structure: The website effectively explains what the Family Help Service is and the types of support it provides, ranging from standard family support (0-19) to enhanced family support, 0-2 provision, and youth justice services (Leicestershire County Council, 2026a). This categorisation helps families understand the level of intervention available, aligning with the graduated approach in the statutory guidance (Department for Education, 2023a).
· Accessible Referral Pathways: The site offers a clear referral process, providing a "Request for Services" online form for families and a Multi-Agency Referral Form for professionals (Leicestershire County Council, 2026b). Practical guidance aids users.
· Detailed Service Description: The website provides in-depth descriptions of services, including specific programmes like the Solihull Approach and Triple P parenting groups (Leicestershire County Council, 2026a). This indicates a transparent and well-informed service.
· Family Hubs Integration: The site links clearly to the national Family Hubs programme, explaining how hubs will provide a "one-stop shop" of services (Leicestershire County Council, 2026a).

Weaknesses:

· Terminology: The use of "Family Help" instead of "Early Help" might cause confusion.
· Jargon: The website uses professional jargon such as "SENDIAS" and "YOS," which may not be understandable to a non-specialist audience (Leicestershire County Council, 2026b).

4.2 Norfolk County Council

Norfolk County Council frames its offer around a "family hubs approach" and provides support through "Early Help and Family Support" services (Norfolk County Council, 2024). The information is hosted on a "Community Directory" and social care assessment page.

Strengths:

· Simple and Direct Messaging: The website uses clear, reassuring language, stating that "there are people who can support you" and that early help is about "giving information, advice and guidance...as soon as difficulties start" (Norfolk County Council, 2024). This is accessible and non-stigmatising, reflecting the strengths-based approach advocated by Munro (2011).
· Focus on Early Identification: The messaging explicitly frames early help as preventative, aiming to "prevent family worries growing into bigger issues" (Norfolk County Council, 2024). This aligns with the ethos of Early Help (Department for Education, 2023a).
· Integrated Approach: The website mentions the "family hubs approach," demonstrating alignment with national policy (Department for Education, 2023b). The inclusion of adults' needs reflects a whole-family approach (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2024).
· Clear Assessment Framework: The site distinguishes between the Early Help assessment and a "children and family assessment" (social work assessment) (Norfolk County Council, 2024).

Weaknesses:

· Less Detailed Service Information: Compared to Leicestershire, the website provides less specific information about the types of interventions offered (Norfolk County Council, 2024).
· Multiple Access Points: Information is spread across a "Community Directory" and a social care assessment page, requiring navigation across multiple sections.

4.3 Staffordshire County Council

Staffordshire County Council's Early Help offer is delivered through its "Families First" service, operating through local "Early Help Teams" (Staffordshire County Council, 2026a). The website explicitly outlines a "Levels of Need" framework.

Strengths:

· Clarity of Access: A dedicated "Your Early Help Team" page explains what the team does and how to get in touch, including a clear telephone number for the Staffordshire Children's Advice Service (Staffordshire County Council, 2026a). This removes barriers to initial contact (Frost, 2017).
· Explicit "Levels of Need": The website clearly explains the local framework, mapping Level 3 (Multiple Needs) to early help teams and Level 4 (Acute Needs) to specialist services (Staffordshire County Council, 2026b). This provides excellent transparency.
· Use of "Staffordshire Connects": The website signposts families to a directory of services (Staffordshire County Council, 2026a).
· Focus on a Unified Service: The integration of Early Help Teams, Safeguarding Units, and Disability Teams within a single "Families First" brand reinforces coordinated service (Staffordshire County Council, 2026a).

Weaknesses:

· Less Detailed on Intervention Types: The site provides less detail on specific interventions compared to Leicestershire (Staffordshire County Council, 2026b).
· Professional Language: The site uses terms like "geographical patches" and "coordinated response," which may not be natural language for parents seeking help (Staffordshire County Council, 2026a).


5. Comparative Analysis of Strengths and Weaknesses

5.1 Strengths Summary

Authority Strength
Leicestershire Comprehensive detail on service provision and specific interventions. Clear referral pathway.
Norfolk Excellent accessible language framing support positively. Clear distinction between Early Help and statutory social work.
Staffordshire Crystal-clear access and navigation. Good transparency through "Levels of Need" framework.

5.2 Weaknesses Summary

Authority Weakness
Leicestershire Over-use of professional jargon and confusing service name.
Norfolk Information dispersed across website; lack of detail on specific interventions.
Staffordshire Lacks detail on specifics of help available; uses policy-oriented language.

5.3 Comparative Discussion

The three authorities demonstrate distinct communication strategies. Leicestershire adopts a service-detail-oriented approach, offering transparency about service content (Leicestershire County Council, 2026a). However, professional terminology might alienate some users (Featherstone et al., 2014). Norfolk takes a message-oriented approach, using simple language to de-stigmatise support (Norfolk County Council, 2024). Yet, reassurance is undercut by less centralised information and lack of detail. Staffordshire employs a process-oriented approach, making access paramount (Staffordshire County Council, 2026a). It guides families to initial contact points and helps them understand where needs fit within the system.

All three websites communicate the voluntary and preventative nature of Early Help and provide clear referral pathways. They represent commitment to multi-agency principles in Working Together (Department for Education, 2023a) and the Early Help System Guide (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2024). Research on help-seeking behaviour suggests families often feel shame or anxiety approaching services (Cortis and Katz, 2015). The initial website encounter—language, navigation clarity, and contact immediacy—significantly influences whether families seek help (Featherstone et al., 2014).


6. Conclusion and Recommendations

6.1 Conclusion

After careful analysis, Norfolk County Council appears to have the most effective and accessible website for communicating Early Help services. While Leicestershire offers greater detail and Staffordshire clearer processes, Norfolk succeeds by prioritising the family experience (Norfolk County Council, 2024).

The website's strength lies in accessible, non-stigmatising language, framing Early Help as a positive step that prevents problems from growing (Norfolk County Council, 2024). It successfully communicates core Early Help principles—voluntary, preventative, and whole-family—resonating with Working Together guidance (Department for Education, 2023a). Integration with the "family hubs approach" demonstrates understanding of the system's networked nature (Department for Education, 2023b). While it could improve by providing more detail on interventions and consolidating information, its accessibility and reassuring message make it the most effective gateway. Success of Early Help depends on families feeling able to come forward early (Brandon et al., 2020). Norfolk's approach is most likely to engender this confidence.

6.2 Recommendations

1. Integrate Centralised Information (Norfolk): Consolidate Early Help information onto a single landing page.
2. Increase Detail on Specific Interventions (Norfolk & Staffordshire): Follow Leicestershire's lead in providing information about evidence-based programmes (Frost, 2017).
3. Minimise Professional Jargon (Leicestershire & Staffordshire): Audit websites to remove or explain jargon (Featherstone et al., 2014).
4. Utilise "Early Help" Terminology: Leicestershire should use key search terms alongside "Family Help" branding.
5. Implement "Levels of Need" Framework (All): Staffordshire's framework is a best practice example (Staffordshire County Council, 2026b).
6. Enhance Multilingual Accessibility (All): Provide key information in multiple languages or incorporate translation tools.
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