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Report: An examination and analysis of how the 'Early Help' system is signposted to UK families by their local authority website.  
Introduction
[bookmark: _Int_48PlbApr]Throughout the UK, safeguarding children and supporting families are statutory duties of local authorities and their partners (HM Government, 2023: 1; Department for Education [DFE], 2022: 1). Recently, there has been a strong policy focus on preventative action to mitigate the exacerbation of family difficulties into harm or crisis (The National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children [NSPCC], 2023: np). The concept of ‘Early Help’ is key to this policy focus, creating a bridge between universal services and social care (Baginsky et al, 2022: 41). The ‘Working Together to Safeguard Children’ 2023 statutory guidance highlights how effective early help relies on local agency collaboration to identify families that would benefit from support (HM Government, 2023: 20; Neto et al., 2024: 385). It notes how an assessment of their needs should be carried out (HM Government, 2023: 20). A family’s ability to gain information about Early Help support is therefore vital in order to understand how to obtain help. Local authority websites are one of the main methods in which professionals, families and communities learn about Early Help; however, their clarity and accessibility can vary (NSPCC, 2023: np). This report will therefore examine how three local authorities (Staffordshire County Council, Nottinghamshire County Council and Leicestershire County Council) communicate information about Early Help and related services on their websites. This analysis is supported by the Early Help System Guide and the statutory Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 guidance (Department for Education, 2022: 1). 
Early Help
The Early Help System Guide defines Early Help as support that is given to families at the earliest opportunities, before any issues become crises and statutory intervention (DE, 2022: 13). The guide also stresses that Early Help is not one service, but a multi-agency collaboration and coordinated interventions (DE, 2022: 13). The overall aim is to improve family resilience, reduce long-term demand on services and prevent the escalation of family challenges. An effective Early Help system will quickly identify family need, provide a holistic, biopsychosocial assessment, collaborative planning, and active participation from families (Baginsky et al, 2022: 19). The Working Together Guidance (HM Government, 2023: 22; Neto et al., 2024: 385) notes how professionals should not wait until a child is at risk of harm prior to offering help, rather, support should be put in place as soon as any slight concerns are identified. Key to Early Help is the idea of collaboration and consent. Families must consent to participate, and interventions are intended to be supportive and not coercive. Family autonomy must be upheld throughout the process. The system is usually structured in relation to need, ranging from universal services (health visitors and schools) through to specific Early Help interventions (parenting programmes, youth services, family support) to statutory social care (Leicestershire County Council, 2025b: np). A family may move between these levels depending on their needs. Clear pathways to move up to child protection and move down to Early Help are vital (DE, 2022: 32). Therefore, Early Help is both a practical system and a philosophy, mirroring a belief in the value of early intervention and prevention. It takes place through assessments, referrals, meetings and coordinated support (Disney et al, 2022: np). However, Disney et al (2022: np) do argue that ‘Early Help’ and ‘Family Hubs’ are often fragmented in nature, with an overt focus on resilience among extremely vulnerably members of society. This is a result of ongoing austerity, with the need to focus on vulnerability and systemic failings, rather than individual responsibility (Disney et al, 2022: np). 
Multi-Agency Working
Multi-agency working is the foundation of the Early Help system (Staffordshire County Council, (2025a). No one agency can address the multifaceted needs and complex difficulties that families experience, with additional confounding aspects such as culture and socioeconomic status (Parvanta et al, 2017: 102). Children who are experiencing difficulties may be affected by poor school attendance, housing insecurity, parental mental illness, substance misuse, or domestic abuse, for example. These are issues that impact health, social care, education, community services and policy and therefore different organisations must work together to contribute to Early Help arrangements (HM Government, 2023: 13). Multi-agency working includes professionals from different sectors who share insight and implement joint assessments and support (Parvanta et al, 2017: 111). A key practitioner is often appointed to be the key contact for the family and shape the ongoing plan. Meetings such as ‘Team Around the Family’ bring family and agencies together to monitor progress. The Early Help System Guide notes how effective Early Help requires strong collaboration with local bodies and clear referral pathways (Leicestershire County Council, 2022: np; Neto et al., 2024: 403). Safeguarding partnerships (local authorities, health services, and the policy) must ensure that Early Help is available, that the services are coordinated and that levels of need are agreed (DE, 2022: 14). When assessing local authority websites, therefore, it is important to determine whether the principles of multi-agency working are made clear to families, whether referral pathways are explained and whether there is clarity about the roles of different services. 
Evaluation of Nottinghamshire County Council
[bookmark: _Int_eWQgkfHp][bookmark: _Int_ptYjIdzx]The Nottinghamshire County Council website provides a range of information about Early Help; however, it is separated across a number of sections. One main page describes the ‘Early Help Unit,’ noting that this service supports families where there are presenting concerns that do not meet the safeguarding threshold (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2025a: np). Another page discusses the ‘Family Service,’ noting that it provides Early Help for issues such as behavioural problems, mental health, school attendance, and the risk of homelessness (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2025b: np). Professionals are directed to use the Early Help Assessment Form to assess the needs of families and to refer them to the appropriate services; however, the website notes that a new online referral form is being piloted in some areas (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2025c: np; Nottinghamshire County Council, 2025d: np). Furthermore, the website details the role of community early help and voluntary sector support and its links to the ‘Notts Help Yourself’ directory, whereby families can search for local help. An Early Help Development Plan outlines the county’s aim for improving Early Help services, with a sense of transparency in relation to policy and governance (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2025e: np). The Nottinghamshire website is beneficial as it clearly details the types of support available, contact details, and it also shows strategic documents. However, the information is fragmented across different pages, it highly focuses on professional users rather than families, and it has little to no narrative content for families. A parent wanting support may find it difficult to find one entry point or to understand what the Early Help pathway looks like practically. There is also a dependence on external directories, which may act as a further barrier. 
Evaluation of Staffordshire County Council
Staffordshire County Council provides information about Early Help via different platforms. There is the ‘Your Early Help Team’ page, which outlines how each district has an Early Help team that works alongside families to address presenting needs (Staffordshire County Council, 2025a: np). There is also a ‘Support for your family’ page that has quite a friendly tone and is more tailored to parents and family members. It notes that all families require help from time to time, providing information on parenting programmes, advice, and practical support (Staffordshire County Council, 2025b: np). The Staffordshire Safeguarding Children Partnership outlines the Early Help strategy and provides information for professionals, whilst the ‘Staffordshire Connects’ directory has a page for the Family Practitioner Service. This directory shows a family-friendly approach, noting how a practitioner will visit the family within ten days, an assessment will be carried out, and support will be reviewed regularly (Staffordshire Connects, 2025: np). Referral routes are also detailed, with information on the Staffordshire Children’s Advice and Support Service through a dedicated telephone line (Staffordshire Connects, 2025: np). 
Staffordshire’s online information is effective as it utilises accessible language without jargon and details support in a compassionate and family-friendly manner. It also has clear instructions on how to obtain support. The Connects directory provides clear information about what families can expect from the pathway. However, there are also weaknesses. The information is separated across different sites (the council's main website, which then signposts to safeguarding board websites and the director), making it quite confusing. Furthermore, some pages, such as ‘Your Early Help Team, 'lack specific case examples. Overall, the process is clearly outlined when found; however, it may not be straightforward for a parent to independently navigate. 
Evaluation of Leicestershire County Council
[bookmark: _Int_OT62ucM3][bookmark: _Int_yft9Qsos]Leicestershire County Council refers to its Early Help service as ‘Family Help.’ This may help to improve accessibility, as the name is more suited to families. The website notes how Family Help provides support when universal services are not effective, and how it is provided by the Children and Family Wellbeing Service (Leicestershire County Council, 2025a: np). The website outlines the issues that their Family Help can address, such as school absences, the risk of exploitation or parenting difficulties, for instance. A different ‘Help for Children and Families’ page integrated Family Help with different aspects of support (specific educational needs, domestic abuse services, and social care). The council developed Family Hubs (online and within centres), which act as the main ways in which families can access advice, support, activities, and referrals to different bodies (Leicestershire County Council, 2025b: np). The hub model provides a clear entry pathway into services. The council also publishes an Early Help and Prevention Strategy, which outlines the role of multi-agency collaboration and prevention (Leicestershire County Council, 2022: np). The Leicestershire approach has family-friendly branding, it integrates Early Help with family support, and the presence of Family Hubs improves accessibility. Families can navigate the system with ease, obtaining targeted help and specialist services. However, there is some fragmentation between the main council site and the Family Hubs site. There is also a lack of detail about the specific processes, such as review timeframes, and the assumption that professionals will complete most referrals. Overall, however, the council provide a family-centred and cohesive offer of support. 
Comparative analysis
[bookmark: _Int_aE8NPONc][bookmark: _Int_qx2xXV6A]Having discussed the three local authorities, there are similarities and differences in how Early Help is signposted. All of the council provides clear information about the aims of Early Help, the types of issues it can address and the referral process. Each also has strategy documents and safeguarding partnerships, highlighting their adherence to national guidance. However, there are substantial differences in accessibility and coherence. Nottinghamshire provides substantial insight but presents it in a fragmented manner, with an overt focus on professional understanding. Families may find it hard to identify a starting point or to understand the process. Staffordshire provides a welcoming tone for a clear referral route; however, the information is spread across different websites, resulting in navigational complexity. It can be suggested that Leicestershire has the most accessible branding ‘Family Help’ integrating with the Family Hubs model and wider Early Help within Children and family services. Families are more likely to obtain a detailed pathway into support through this strong web presence (Parvanta et al, 2017: 144). It can therefore be suggested that Leicestershire communicates Early Help most effectively, followed by Staffordshire and Nottingham in terms of accessibility for families. 
Conclusion and recommendations
[bookmark: _Int_SeGJmbk4][bookmark: _Int_xwzhfWPM]To conclude, Early Help is a key method of support that depends on professional practice and the ability of families to access the services. The Early Help System Guide and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 both highlight the importance of an early, coordinated intervention and succinct pathways towards gaining support. Therefore, local authority websites are a vital method to achieving this. Among the three local authorities that have been examined, Leicestershire County Council seems to provide the most accessible and effective communication of Early Help. It uses family-friendly branding, has integrated Family Hubs and shows links to wider services. To enhance online communication about Early Help, the following recommendations are suggested. It would be beneficial to create a single, family-facing entry page that is clearly labelled as ‘Get Help Early’ or ‘Support for Families’ which directs and guides parents and family members in a step-by-step manner from identifying any concerns to the referral stage. Everything should be described in plain language without jargon, with information on what families can expect in relation to the assessment process, timeframes and outcomes. It would also be beneficial to create FAQs (Frequently Asked Questions) as evidence notes how this increases accessibility, builds public trust, and reduces anxiety for users by improving website navigation (Parvanta et al, 2017: 192). Case studies and journey maps would also be effective, helping families to understand how Early Help works in practice. Consistent branding and terminology would help to avoid confusion, alongside integrating partner services into council pages, rather than separating them across domains. Furthermore, it would be beneficial to create videos and easy-read guides to uphold accessibility, highlighting multi-agency working, and providing methods for feedback and review of web content to ensure that it remains user-friendly (Parvanta et al, 2017: 181). Implementing these recommendations would help to adhere to statutory expectation that support should be available early and provided through effective multi-agency collaboration. 
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