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Early Help Signposting on UK Local Authority Websites
1. Introduction
This support system is Early Help, which will provide support to a child, young person and/or family as soon as difficulties start to become apparent. The aim is to collaborate with families to prevent problems escalating and to ensure early help and important support is offered to ensure positive outcomes are maximised. Supporting children and families is critical as financial problems, low mental health, domestic issues, education and social isolation can all have an impact on wellbeing and development if not addressed. The role of local authorities in the United Kingdom is vital in the protection of children, and in their role as promoters of family welfare, coordinating and delivering Early Help services. They liaise with various agencies, including health services, schools, social care professionals and community groups to ensure that the support that families need is available ( Lucas et al., 2021 p.79). Local authority websites are important in helping families find their way to help and support and are vital in making information accessible and pathways clear. This report reviews the information that is available on the websites of Leeds City Council, Norfolk County Council and Nottinghamshire County Council about Early Help and family support services. The report will focus on the strengths and weaknesses of each of the websites to highlight the best signposting on the internet for the provision of Early Help for families amongst each of the local authorities.
2. Explanation of the Early Help System
Early Help is a preventative approach which seeks to identify and address problems early on, before they get more serious, before statutory services are required. It aims to offer early help where concerns first arise to support families to address issues and to achieve good family wellbeing. The Early Help system is aware that the sooner work is done before reaching the point of risk the better the children will do. It, therefore, has a significant role to play in supporting vulnerable families and enhancing children's and young people's positive development.
The key aim of Early Help is to prevent children from suffering significant harm because of issues of concern. Additionally, it seeks to improve the life satisfaction of families through providing concrete and emotional assistance that addresses family needs. Early Help services can prevent the need for families for more intensive statutory services from social care agencies (van et al.,2022 p.106654). Early Help may involve parenting programmes to help parents become better parents, mental health support and help with school attendance and engagement, assistance for families who are affected by domestic abuse, advice on financial issues, housing and employment issues.
The Early Help system is underpinned by a set of legislation and guidance which are supportive of children's welfare and protection. There are also two pieces of legislation that have highlighted responsibilities for the local authority and partner agencies to look after and support children – the Children Act 1989 and the Children Act 2004. To support this, national guidance emphasises the importance of early help and working in partnership between services (Davey et al.,2021). One of the key advantages of Early Help is that it can have a positive impact on the outcomes for families whilst easing the burden on statutory services. Yet, there are still some challenges, such as a lack of awareness of support available, accessing services, and the lack of consistency in services between local authorities and resources, which can impact the availability and effectiveness of interventions.
3. Multi-Agency Working is important.
Multi-agency working is a working model that involves professionals from various agencies and disciplines working together to support children, young people and families (Shorrock et al.,2020 p.11). This recognises that no one agency will be able to address the diverse needs that may arise within families. Instead, experts share their expertise, knowledge and support to provide integrated and holistic care. Multi-agency working is an important aspect of safeguarding and is crucial in ensuring that children receive the most appropriate support at the appropriate time.
Multi-agency working can involve a variety of agencies, depending on the needs of the child and family. Often these agencies are: social workers, schools, health visitors, general practitioners (GPs), mental health services, police services and voluntary/community organisations. Each agency's role is unique in terms of problem identification and need assessment, and offering assistance. When professionals collaborate, they better understand the situation for a family and are better equipped to deal with issues as they arise.
Multi agency working is significant in the sense that it improves communication and sharing information between services. This allows professionals to detect the issues early and deliver coordinated interventions before issues become a problem. By ensuring that children and families are supported by several services consistently and appropriately, effective partnership working can help to achieve better safeguarding outcomes. It also minimises the duplication of effort and the efficient use of available resources.
Although it has its advantages, there are some challenges to multi-agency working. Effective collaboration can be hampered by poor agency communication, conflicting agency priorities, confidentiality issues and resource limitations. Sometimes information may not be shared in a timely fashion, leading to some important issues being missed. Therefore, although partnership working has many positive elements with regard to safeguarding and supporting families, there are some key elements that need to be in place if it is to be effective across all agencies involved which are effective communication, clear accountability, trust and resource.
4. The Local Authority Website 1
The Early Help/ family support services section of the Leeds City Council website is easy to find for families who need help. The council's children and families pages have a clear signpost and not a lot of clicking to access early help information, so users can find relevant help in a matter of clicks relevant to their needs (Winter et al.,2021 p.2888). It provides a clear description of ‘Early Help' and the role Early Help plays in promoting the well-being of children, young people and families before it becomes more serious. Eligibility information is relatively straightforward and easy to understand and helps families to know who’s eligible and when. There is also a formalised referral process, and guidance for those seeking support for professionals and family members.
The website also includes a wealth of information on family support services. Parenting support programmes are encouraged to give parents the opportunity to learn parenting skills and enhance family relationships. There is information held on Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) and specialist support is provided to families as required. The growing recognition of the mental health needs of children and young people is reflected in the signposting for mental health and emotional well-being services. The site also provides information about financial aid, financial assistance available for people in financial trouble, and other services that may be of help to a family in need.
The strengths of the Leeds City Council website are that it provides a great deal of information and the support provision is fairly well structured. Having more than one support pathway available to families to access services that meet their needs (McCarthy et al.,2022 p.92). While some sections have a great deal of information, there is a lot of information that could be daunting for users who don't know the terminology used in safeguarding. The website is effective at communicating about Early Help services, and it's a good source of information for children, young people and families looking for help.
5. The Local Authority Website 2 
Families wishing to access Early Help and support services will be able to access a categorised entry point on the Norfolk County Council website, if accessible to users. The overall mobile accessibility of the website is good, however the Early Help information is not more prominent on the website homepage and has to be visited using a number of menus or searching the web. The content includes information and is fairly clear in delivering Early help and outlines the help available and why this is important. However, some parts are formal language that may not be easily understood by parents with limited awareness of the social care system and/or low literacy.
The website provides information on parenting programmes, SEND (Special Educational Needs and Disabilities) support services, mental health support and financial advice/housing services among other family support services (Hansen et al.,2021 p.4). This demonstrates a whole family wellbeing approach. Its advantages are that it is up-to-date, comprehensive, and that it has links to various services all in one place to give professionals and families an idea of what services are available for them. It also promotes early intervention and self referral or professional referral pathways.
There are a few challenges, including some explanations that are not so straightforward and the length of time required for some Early Help forms. This can result in the challenges with stress and/or fragile families (Wharton et al., 2026 p.64). The Norfolk County Council website, as a whole, provides a good overview of the range of support services, although information about Early Help is not easily apparent and the language used and number of steps into the website could be reduced to make it easier for families who might need it sooner to find information.
6. The Local Authority Website 3
Information on the Nottinghamshire County Council website relating to Early Help and family support is moderately accessible, but may need some navigation before users get to the relevant sections. The site has clearly marked menus, but for families who are not used to the ways that local authority websites are organised they may have to trawl through a number of pages to locate the Early Help services. This can slightly reduce ease of access in comparison to more streamlined platforms.
Content is clear and explains the purpose of Early Help and why they are there to help families at an early stage of difficulty  (Sapiets et al.,2023 p.109). It outlines what is meant by Early Help and how families can get help. Information about eligibility is available, but it is not as prominent in the context of service descriptions. Explanation of the referral process is provided, and might be made more public-friendly.
The family support services section encompasses a number of services including parenting support, services for special educational needs and disabilities (SEND), mental health and emotional wellbeing support and practical support such as housing and financial advice (Hansen et al.,2021 p.4). This shows a wide range of working to meet the needs of various families and displays the multi-dimensionality of Early Help.
One of the positives of the website is that a variety of support services are available, and a clear safeguarding context (Marshall et al.,2020 p.186). One negative factor is that some information is text-heavy and cannot easily be understood in a user friendly format, which may affect the accessibility for families in stress. The website is largely effective and easy to access in communicating about Early Help services, but could be tidied up and made more user friendly to clearly present referral pathways.
7. Comparative Analysis
	Criteria
	Leeds City Council
	Norfolk County Council
	Nottinghamshire County Council

	Ease of Navigation
	Easy to locate Early Help information within a few clicks; clear website structure.
	Moderately easy to navigate, though some information is spread across multiple pages.
	Information available but may require several clicks to locate relevant services.

	Early Help Explanation
	Clear and detailed explanation of Early Help and its purpose.
	Good explanation with useful information for families and professionals.
	Adequate explanation, but some information is less prominent.

	Referral Information
	Clear referral pathways and guidance for families and professionals.
	Referral process explained well with accessible contact information.
	Referral information available but could be presented more clearly.

	Family Support Details
	Comprehensive information on parenting, SEND, mental health, and financial support.
	Wide range of family support services with detailed descriptions.
	Good variety of support services, though some sections lack detail.

	Accessibility
	User-friendly layout with clear headings and links.
	Accessible design and straightforward navigation.
	Generally accessible but some pages are text-heavy.

	Multi-Agency Information
	Strong emphasis on partnership working and coordinated support.
	Good information about collaborative working between agencies.
	References to multi-agency support but less detailed than Leeds and Norfolk.


When you examine both local authority websites for clarity, usability, comprehensiveness and a commitment to an Early Help approach there are a number of differences.
In terms of clarity of information, Leeds City Council provides slightly clearer and more straightforward explanations of Early Help. The language is more "family friendly" and is not overloaded with social care language and terminology in most sections, enabling families to understand what Early Help means and its importance. Norfolk County Council's Early Help section is also well formulated but some sections are phrased in a more formal style and may require interpretation, so may not be as clear to some users.
Leeds City Council's overall user-friendliness for families has improved with information about Early Help being signposted and just a few clicks away from referral paths and key pages. This helps to make it more accessible for parents of immediate need. Norfolk County Council can be a multi-layered menu, and may be a challenge for families who are stressed or not familiar with platforms.
Norfolk County Council provides a more comprehensive range of support information, more so in terms of the scope and detail of the information provided. It covers a lot of topics, such as parenting support, support for SEND, mental health support, housing advice and financial advice  (Cantrell et al.,2024 p.99). This is a more rounded approach to tackling complex family needs than is offered by Leeds City Council, which is as broad as it is, but less detailed in some aspects of its services.
Lastly, regarding the commitment to the principles of Early Help, both websites demonstrate commitment to early help, although this appears to be stronger in Leeds City Council with a greater focus on early identification, prevention and pathways to support. Norfolk County Council has a strong strategic position, and accessibility issues may impact the extent to which Early Help principles are experienced by families..
8. Conclusion
The provision of Early Help is vital in helping children, young people and families early on to protect against problems escalating and to have a positive impact on their wellbeing in the longer term. A multi-agency working approach is also a very important aspect as it enables a variety of professionals to collaborate, to share information and provide a coordinated approach to safeguarding. The three local authority websites were all assessed, with Leeds City Council being the most successful as it was easy to navigate, contained detailed information and was clearly structured, unlike Norfolk and Nottinghamshire Council.
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