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1. Introduction
Early Help implies getting assistance to a family upon the initial appearance of a difficulty, as opposed to a crisis. Since the majority of parents search the Internet before addressing anyone, the first (and the only) point of contact that a family has with the system is often a council site. In this report, the authors will discuss the way the Norfolk, Staffordshire and Nottinghamshire County Councils inform about the Early Help and broader family support in the form of their websites. It describes the Early Help system and multi-agency working, assesses each site, the strengths and weaknesses and concludes on which one is the best. The seminal framework of access is used to guide the analysis and is the seminal framework of Levesque et al. (2013) that assumes that a service is accessible when individuals are able to perceive it, access it and use it without shame.

2. The Early Help System

Early Help is not a stand-alone service, and does not have a distinct statutory definition. It is the breadth of universal and focussed assistance below the level of statutory intervention, which is organised in a continuum of need (Figure 1) which councils refer to. The Early Help System Guide (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022) defines a mature system as a system where numerous practitioners (health visitors, schools, housing officers, police, domestic abuse services and Jobcentre Plus) are working together as a single system, and requests local partnerships to self-review against maturity descriptors.

The law has since been reformed as Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2026) combines targeted early help with section 17 support to create one offer Family Help that eliminates the cliff edge families could fall off previously when a case was closed or stepped up. This is an actual enhancement of design but is not resourcing. Figure 2 demonstrated that spending on preventative children services in England decreased in real terms by 78.6% between 2009/2010 and 2023/2024 and acute spending increased by 71.3%. The 82% of the record £14.7bn spent in 2024/2025 was on late intervention (NSPCC, 2025). Councils are consequently extending the front door of Early Help and the room behind the front door is becoming smaller. This is important in this case, as a page written well resulting in a waiting list is a success with communication and failure of service.
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Figure 1: The continuum of need, showing where Early Help sits
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Figure 2: Real-terms change in children's services spending in England

3. Multi-Agency Working

Multi-agency working implies that the professionals that surround a family exchange information and work towards a single plan as opposed to several plans. The Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2026) puts an equal and shared responsibility on three statutory safeguarding partners, such as the local authority, the police and the integrated care board and reinforces the expectation that practitioners are able to identify and challenge racism and discrimination, which determined whether families trust services to the extent of engaging. According to the scoping study commissioned by Ofsted, there are various definitions of Early Help and different thresholds and feedback provided to referrers by agencies undermining the common understanding that the guidance presupposes (Research in Practice, 2022).

There is a conflict which is not addressed by the guidance. There are partnership structures in place among professionals but they are published by the councils that are read by families. Nottinghamshire identified its Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hub at the top, Staffordshire almost all passed through a single referral point of a Family Hub and Norfolk maintains its professional and family pages separately. A parent who is concerned about their teenager does not have to be aware of what a safeguarding hub is and all they have to do is to be aware who is answering the phone. In sites where language of partnerships takes over the pages of a site, the site talks about the organisation and not about the user, a breakdown of approachability and not availability (Levesque et al., 2013).

4. Evaluation: Norfolk County Council

The Early Help page of Norfolk is a writing on family perspective. Instead of providing a list of council teams, it provides a list of concerns that bring people to the site including the mental health of a child, domestic violence or parental conflict, drug or alcohol addiction, school non-attendance, single-parent family, finances and housing (Norfolk County Council, 2026). It is its key advantage, as parents do not find a service name, they look to their problem. The page clearly mentions the age range, affirms that the adult troubles like debt are in the scope and provides a request-to-support form that families can fill-in without a professional referral.

The disunity is weakness as the main council site, the Norfolk Community Directory (which is a separate site) and the Family Information Service and the Just One Norfolk site (run by the NHS) spread family content. They are all good in their own right, but a desperate parent has to rely on four sources to create a single picture and one of the key directory entries has a review date of December 2024, so no one should assume that it is updated. In a single place, Norfolk wrote of the age range as 0 to 17 and in another place, he wrote of the age range as up to 18. Such discrepancies are insignificant on an individual basis but when put together, they lead to uncertainty as to whether a family is qualified.

5. Evaluation: Staffordshire County Council

Staffordshire located Early Help within their Family Hubs part and the decision to name it so does have an implication. The page itself has a well-defined title however the other navigation there presumes the knowledge of the hub model. The best aspect about it is that it has one Family Hub Referral, which appears as the path towards the right help at the right time in the right place, and eliminates the necessity to make assumptions about the right team to approach (Staffordshire County Council, 2026). It is also mentioned on the site that any offers of support will remain voluntary and it will directly address the issue of acceptability because fear of asking someone to help them leads to an intervention by social workers and is one of the most prevalent reasons why families do not seek help (Cook et al., 2022).

Based on this, Staffordshire requested the families to perform tasks which should be conducted by the council on their behalf. The referral page will welcome parents to choose between the developing needs that can be addressed by the Community Family Support Service, and more complicated needs that need to be addressed by the Family Practitioner Service. Requesting a parent who is in distress to evaluate himself or herself against an unpublished standard is a theological shortcoming, rather than a benefit. The service directory is also hosted on a different platform, Staffordshire Connects which introduces an extra step between the identification of a need and taking an action.

6. Evaluation: Nottinghamshire County Council

No county is more transparent in its process than Nottinghamshire. The Early Help Unit page outlines the work of advisers, the unit does not address child protection related issues, but these must be referred to the Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hub, and confirms that families can make referrals themselves by filling in a form, by phone or visiting a family hub (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2026). It is the only one of the three which makes a commitment to inform referrers about an outcome within 10 working days. An open-ended wait translated into a manageable one is a short text published as a timescale which has a huge impact.

This is an issue of placement as the page is on a level 5, under safeguarding and children MASH. To put the best definition of family support in the place where most likely to scare parents, is to discredit it. A large percentage of the material targets professionals and the reminder that a form is not intended to be used by parents/carers is repeated. The information on wider family is again divided but this time on the individual Notts Help Yourself directory. Nottinghamshire thus expresses itself in the best way and its welcome the least.

7. Comparative Analysis

Table 1 will be used to compare the three websites with the above table used as the access dimensions. The three of them are all accurate in their information and are open to self-referral hence the variations are in the presentation and not content.

	Access dimension
	Norfolk
	Staffordshire
	Nottinghamshire

	Approachability
	Strong: problem-led wording
	Moderate: hub branding first
	Weak: filed under safeguarding

	Availability of routes
	Form, phone, hubs
	Single hub referral, phone
	Form, phone, drop-in

	Acceptability
	Moderate: no reassurance given
	Strong: support stated as voluntary
	Weak: professional tone

	Clarity of next steps
	Weak: no timescale
	Moderate: triage explained
	Strong: ten working days

	Currency and consistency
	Weak: mixed ages, 2024 review
	Moderate: split platforms
	Strong: dated and specific


Table 1: Comparison of the three local authority websites.
These judgements are then translated into scores as in Figure 3 below. Norfolk is the most successful in general as it manages to do the most difficult bit of the job, speaking to the worried parent in their words and because it is not required to know how councils work. The strongest in the county of Nottinghamshire is process, and the truthfulness of what will follow, but a feeble in the pathos of accessibility. Staffordshire is placed in the middle, with a friendly tone but with undermining use of acronym and requesting families to do their own triage.

There are two area of weakness as initially all the councils divide the family information between its headquarters and another disclosure which increases the efforts when the family is at its lowest. Moreover, none of them puts into the limelight a non-digital route. According to Ofcom (2025), 6% of all adults in the UK do not have any home internet access and that about 1 in 5 adults who use the internet only has access to a smartphone, and the House of Lords Communications and Digital Committee (2023) stated that 2.4 million people are unable to perform even one basic task online. Digital-first Early Help offer thus runs a risk of not reaching the households, which are highly needy.
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Figure 3: Comparative scoring of the three council websites against the access dimensions

8. Conclusion and Recommendations

Summarising the discussion provided above, it is concluded that among the three Norfolk County Council conveys the Early Help best due to its better organisation of content based on family issues and not the departments of the council and the ease of self-referral which is free of condition. Second is Nottinghamshire who would jump ahead of Norfolk in case its Early Help Unit page, were not listed under the safeguarding section but instead under the parents rewritten. The single referral route to Staffordshire is the most appropriate structural concept of the three, but is undermined by jargon and by making judgments of their need by the families.

Four improvement recommendations thus follow accordingly. All the councils are expected to have a single signposted Early Help landing page that can be accessed in 2 clicks off the homepage and directory information should be linked off the landing page and not to replace the information. They should all be substituted with a description of what happens next and the initials of the service should be replaced with a plain description of what is going to happen and by whom. They should all have a publication of a response timescale, as Nottinghamshire does. Lastly, they should both provide a telephone number and a walk-in point at the top of the page, so that families without a reliable internet are not left out as those with the least reliable internet should be the first to receive a system.
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