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Report:
Introduction:
In the United Kingdom the Early Help system stands as a critical framework for providing timely and effective support to families facing challenges (NSPCC Learning, 2023). This preventative approach aims to address difficulties early on, reducing the need for more intensive interventions later. Local authority websites play a pivotal role in connecting families with these essential services, serving as a primary point of contact for information and resources and ensuring that families can access information about Early Help and related services. There websites are often the first point of contact for parents and carers seeking guidance, making the clarity, accessibility and visibility of Early Help information essential. This report examines how three local authorities, the Norfolk  county council, Staffordshire County council and Nottinghamshire County Council communicate information about Early Help and other family support through their websites. The analysis will reference the Early Help system guide (Department for Education, 2022) and Working together to Safeguard Children 2023 (Department for Education, 2023) to provide a comprehensive evaluation. Ultimately, the report aims to determine which local authority offers the most effective and accessible online resources for families seeking support, concluding with recommendations to enhance the accessibility and impact of these vital services.
What is the early help system:
The early Help system is a national framework designed to provide timely, preventative support to children, young people and families before difficulties escalate into more serious safeguarding concerns. It is rooted in the principle that early identification and intervention can reduce the need for statutory social care involvement and improve long term outcomes, and strengthen family resilience. The Early Help System (Department for Education, 2022) Guide sets out expectations for local authorities and safeguarding partners to deliver a coherent, accessible offer that spans universal, targeted and specialist services. At its core, Early Help is about recognising emerging needs and responding proportionately. Families may experience challenges such as school attendance issues, parental conflict, housing instability or emotional well being concerns. Early Help provides a structured pathway to support, often beginning with an assessment that explores strengths, needs and desired outcomes. This assessment leads to a coordinated plan developed with the family, which may involves schools, health services, voluntary organisations, and local authority teams. The emphasis is on partnership, empowerment and practical solutions that prevent escalation.

The statutory guidance Working Together to Safeguard children 2023 (Department for Education, 2023) reinforces the importance of Early Help within the wider safeguarding continuum. It highlights the responsibility of all professionals, not just social worker, to identify when a child or family may benefit from early intervention. It also stresses the needs for multi agency collaboration, information sharing, and consistent standards across local safeguarding partnerships. By embedding Early Help into everyday practice, agencies can ensure that families receive the right support at the right time, reducing risks and promoting positive outcomes. Importantly, Early Help is not a single service but a system of coordinated support. It includes universal services such as schools and health visitors, targeted programmes like parenting support or youth mentoring and specialist interventions where risks are higher but statutory thresholds are not yet met. The system relies on clear signposting, accessible referral routes, and transparent communication with families. Local authority websites therefore play a crucial role in making Early Help visible, understandable, and easy to access. When well designed, these online platforms can empower families to seek help early and engage confidently with services.
 
What is multi-agency working:
Multi agency working is central to the effectiveness of the Early Help system. It effectiveness of the Early Help system. It refers to the collaboration of different organisations and professionals such as local authority children’s services, schools, health providers, police and voluntary or community groups, who share responsibility for identifying needs, coordinating support, and safeguarding children. The principle is that no single agency can meet the complex needs of families in isolation, instead, coordinated action ensures that children and young people receive the right help at the right time (Training Express, 2025). The Early Help System Guide emphasises that Early Help should be delivered through a whole system approach, where agencies work together to provide a continuum of support from universal services to targeted interventions. This requires clear pathways for referral, shared assessments and joint planning with families. By pooling expertise and resources, agencies can address issues such as school attendance, parental conflict, housing instability or emotional well being more effectively than if they acted alone.
The statutory guidance Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (Department for Education, 2023) reinforces these expectations. It highlights the duty of all professionals, not just social workers, to identify when a child or family may benefit from an early intervention, it also stresses the importance of information sharing, consistent standards, and accountability across local safeguarding partnerships. Multi agency working ensures that families experience seamless support, with professionals communicating openly and avoiding duplication or gaps in provision. For families, effective multi agency collaboration translates into clearer signposting, more accessible services, and coordinated plans that reflect their needs and strengths. For professionals it means a shared responsibility to safeguard children and promote well being. Ultimately, multi agency working is the mechanism that makes early help a practical reality, ensuring that preventative support is not fragmented but integrated across the local safeguarding system. 

Evaluation of 3 Local Authority Websites:
First the Norfolk County Council presents a clear and family friendly approach to Early Help. The dedicated Early Help for children and families page defines Early help page is clearly labelled and easy to locate, offering a plain language explanation of what Early Help is, who supports and how families can access it. This includes help with parenting, mental health, housing and financial challenges. The site promotes a Family Hubs model, which provides both face to face and online support, aligning with the Early Help System Guides emphasis on community based accessible services. A major strength is the inclusion of a self-referral form, allowing families to seek help independently without needing a professional intermediary. The site also links to the Norfolk Safeguarding Children Partnership and the continuum of Need framework, demonstrating strong multi agency integration. The Norfolk Community Directory further enhances navigation, enabling families to search for services by them or location (Norfolk County Council, 2025). Also, strengths of this include having a clear early help page making it easier for families to access information, also having a self referral option can help families complete an online form without needing a professionals support, empowering parents and carers to seek help independently aligning with the Early Help System Guides.
However with these strengths there are also weakness like the navigation depth and content layering, while Norfolk’s Early Help page is well written, some key information is nested within multiple subpages. For example, links to Family hubs, referral forms, and safeguarding partnerships are not all visible from the main Early Help landing page. This means families may need to click through several layers to access tools. Another weakness is there is limited scenario based guidance, the site lacks interactive or situation led pathways and there is no mobile app or adaptive platform,, as Norfolk does not offer a dedicated mobile app or adapted interface for mobile users, while the sire is responsive, families that rely on smartphones may find navigation slower or less intuitive compared to app based platforms.


Next the Staffordshire county council offers strong signposting through homepage categories like Care for children and families and children and early years. These guide users directly to relevant services. The standout feature is the Staffordshire connects directory, which consolidates Early Help, SEND, and family support services into a searchable hub. This allows families to explore services without needing specialists terminology (Staffordshire County Council, 2025). The strengths of this councils website include are that it’s a family focused homepage, uses intuitive labels like Care for children and families and children and early years which guide users directly to relevant support, this reduces friction and reflects a preventative, family first approach, another strength is the Early Help team page, this section explains the role of Early help and how it works and how to access it. It includes contact details and referral guidance, supporting both professionals and families, the site highlights free parenting programs and local hubs, reinforcing the idea that Early Help is about building resilience, not just responding to problems. With these strengths there are also weaknesses such as Homepage lacks explicit Early Help labelling as although categories like care for children and families are helpful, the term Early Help is not immediately visible on the homepage, this can be barrier for families who have heard the term from professionals but cannot locate it quickly online, another weakness is the referral process is not fully streamlined, while contact details are available, there is no single unified referral form for Early Help, families may need to email or phone different teams which can be confusing and inconsistent. 

Lastly Nottinghamshire County Council offers a broad and evolving digital ecosystem for families seeking support, including Early Help. The website features a Family Service page that outlines the types of help available such as support with school attendance, emotional well being, housing and parenting. It also links to the Early Help unit, which acts as a referral and coordination hub for families and professionals (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2025). Strengths of this website include multiple accessing points, families can explore Early Help through the main council site, the Early Help Unit, and the external Early Help Nottingham platform, another strength is that there is mobile accessibility via MyNotts app, Nottinghamshire’s MyNotts app enables families to access services on the go. It supports location based discovery and push notifications which can improve engagement and responsiveness, the site also has broad service coverage another strength as the site includes link to emotional well being support, housing advice school attendance help and more.  There are also a few weakness for this website for example fragmented navigation (Early Help Nottingham, 2025). Early Help content is spread across multiple platforms, which can confuse users, families may struggle to know where to start, another weakness is that there is no direct homepage signposting, the homepage does not feature Early Help as a top level tile or category, families must navigate using the search bar or children’s social care which assumes prior knowledge.
So from these three councils Staffordshire County Council is the most effective in signposting for Early Help. Its clear family focused categories and the comprehensive Staffordshire connects directory make services easy to find, even for families unfamiliar with formal terminology, by integrating safeguarding, family Hubs and parenting support, Staffordshire provides a balanced accessible offer that empowers families to engage early and confidently with services, compared to the other two councils its more clear and more accessible to families.

Conclusion and recommendations:
To conclude the Early Help system is a very important framework in the UK safeguarding, Local authority websites play an important role in implementing this safeguarding framework. In this report I evaluated how Norfolk, Staffordshire and Nottinghamshire County Councils communicate Early Help and family support services online, drawing on the Early Help system guide and working together to safeguard children 2023, it is clear that accessible digital signposting is essential for early intervention and safeguarding. Norfolk offers clarity and self referral options, Nottinghamshire provides mobile access and broad service coverage, while Staffordshire stands out for its comprehensive, user friendly Staffordshire Connects directory and strong multi agency integration. Staffordshire’s approach best supports families who may not understand formal terminology but still need help, making it the most effective overall. To improve outcomes, all council should clearly label Early Help on their homepages, introduce scenario based prompts to guide families, explain multi agency roles in family friendly language and streamline referral processes into a single accessible form. By adopting these improvements, councils can ensure Early Help is visible, understandable and accessible empowering families to seek support before problems escalate and fulfilling their statutory duty to safeguard children thorough coordinated, preventative action.
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