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A Comparative Evaluation of Local Authority Early Help Websites: Leicestershire, Norfolk and Staffordshire

Introduction
Early Help is a fundamental element of children’s services in England, designed to identify emerging needs and provide timely intervention before difficulties escalate into safeguarding concerns or statutory social care involvement. The national policy direction strongly emphasises prevention, family-centred practice, and coordinated partnership responses across agencies.
 The Supporting Families: Early Help System Guide Positions Early Help as a “whole system” approach requiring strategic integration across local partnerships rather than isolated service delivery. Local authority websites now function as critical gateways through which families, practitioners, and partner agencies access support, referral routes, and information about available services.
 Digital communication is therefore central to accessibility, inclusion, and early intervention effectiveness. This report critically evaluates how Leicestershire County Council, Norfolk County Council, and Staffordshire County Council communicate Early Help and family support services through their websites. It explores how effectively each authority reflects national guidance, supports multi-agency collaboration, and enables families to navigate support pathways.
The report first explains the Early Help system and multi-agency working, then critically evaluates each local authority website before providing a comparative analysis of strengths and weaknesses. Finally, recommendations are proposed to improve digital communication and accessibility.




Explanation of the Early Help System
The Early Help System refers to the coordinated framework of universal, targeted, and specialist services that provide support to children, young people, and families at the earliest stage of need. According to the Supporting Families: Early Help System Guide, an effective Early Help system is partnership-based, prevention-focused, and centred on strengthening family resilience. 
The purpose of Early Help is to prevent problems from worsening by addressing issues such as parenting difficulties, emotional wellbeing, housing instability, domestic abuse, school attendance, youth offending, and financial hardship. Rather than waiting until threshold criteria for statutory intervention are met, the system promotes timely support at the lowest appropriate level of intervention. 
The overarching aim is to intervene early, reduce risk, and strengthen family resilience through proportionate, preventative support. A mature Early Help system is underpinned by strong partnership working. Agencies including schools, health visitors, midwives, GPs, youth services, housing providers, and voluntary organisations share responsibility for recognising early indicators of need and facilitating timely referrals. 
Effective systems rely on shared thresholds, consistent assessment tools, and clear information‑sharing arrangements, ensuring that families receive coordinated support rather than fragmented or duplicated interventions. Central to Early Help is a whole‑family, strengths‑based approach. Rather than focusing solely on presenting issues, practitioners explore underlying factors such as parental mental health, financial hardship, social isolation, or unmet special educational needs. 
This holistic perspective enables tailored interventions that address both immediate concerns and the broader context affecting family functioning. Trauma‑informed and culturally competent practice further enhances engagement by creating safe, respectful, and inclusive environments.
Leadership and governance structures play a critical role in ensuring system effectiveness. Local authorities are responsible for strategic oversight, workforce development, and the use of data to inform planning. Monitoring trends in referrals, outcomes, and service utilisation all Professional development, reflective supervision, and multi‑agency training also contribute to a confident, skilled workforce capable of delivering high‑quality Early Help.
Finally, meaningful participation from children and families is essential. Co‑production, feedback mechanisms, and advisory panels ensure that services remain responsive, accessible, and aligned with lived experience. When families are actively involved in shaping support, Early Help becomes a collaborative, empowering process that promotes long‑term wellbeing and reduces the need for statutory intervention.






A mature Early Help system typically includes:
· accessible referral pathways 
· family hubs and community support 
· parenting programmes 
· targeted youth support 
· SEND and mental health services 
· coordinated assessments 
· step-up and step-down arrangements with social care 
The guide stresses that successful systems rely on clear leadership, shared accountability, data-informed planning, and meaningful engagement with families. From a digital perspective, local authority websites are a practical expression of this system. If online information is unclear, fragmented, or difficult to navigate, the principle of early intervention may be undermined because families delay seeking support.
Explanation of Multi-Agency Working
Multi-agency working is central to safeguarding and Early Help practice. Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) establishes that local authorities, health services, schools, police, youth justice, housing, and voluntary organisations must collaborate to promote children’s welfare and protect them from harm. 
Within Early Help, multi-agency working ensures that no single service operates in isolation. Families often experience overlapping needs that require coordinated responses. For example, school attendance issues may be linked to parental mental health, housing difficulties, or neurodevelopmental concerns. A single-agency response would be insufficient. This collective responsibility reflects the understanding that children’s needs are often multifaceted and cannot be effectively addressed by a single agency acting alone.
In the context of Early Help, multi‑agency collaboration enables practitioners to develop a fuller understanding of the circumstances affecting a child’s wellbeing. Challenges such as persistent absence from school, emotional distress, or behavioural difficulties frequently stem from broader family or environmental factors, including parental mental health, financial instability, or insecure housing. 
When agencies work in isolation, these interconnected issues may remain unrecognised, resulting in fragmented or ineffective interventions. Multi‑agency working therefore supports early identification, reduces duplication, and promotes a more coherent response to emerging concerns. Effective multi‑agency practice is underpinned by several key principles. These include timely and lawful information‑sharing, joint assessment processes, coordinated planning, and clarity regarding professional roles and responsibilities.
 The use of a lead professional model is particularly important, as it provides families with a consistent point of contact and ensures accountability for coordinating support. Shared goals and active involvement of children and families in decision‑making further strengthen the collaborative process and enhance the likelihood of sustained positive outcomes. Digital systems and online platforms also play an increasingly important role in supporting multi‑agency working. Local authority websites should clearly outline referral pathways, partnership structures, and escalation processes to ensure that both professionals and families understand how services interconnect. When digital information lacks clarity or fails to illustrate collaborative pathways, this can hinder engagement and reduce the effectiveness of Early Help provision.


Key principles include:
· shared information 
· joint assessment 
· coordinated planning 
· clear lead professional roles 
· shared outcomes 
· family participation in decision-making 
Digital platforms should reflect this integrated model by clearly showing how services connect. Websites that list services without demonstrating referral routes, partnership roles, or escalation pathways may weaken professional understanding and family engagement.

Evaluation of Leicestershire County Council Website
Leicestershire presents Early Help under “Family Help”, a strength because it uses family-centred terminology that is accessible and less procedural than statutory language. The website clearly explains that support is available when universal services such as schools and GPs are insufficient. 
A major strength is the integration of targeted and child in need services, which reflects a continuum of support rather than artificial service separation. This aligns strongly with the whole-system model in the Early Help System Guide. 
The website also provides clear thematic categories, including:
· domestic abuse 
· parenting 
· mental health 
· SEND 
· young people at risk of crime 
· family hubs 
This improves usability and enables users to self-identify their needs.
However, weaknesses include some professionalised language within linked pages, particularly references to referral systems such as MARF and first response screening. While useful for practitioners, this may be intimidating for families. Navigation between public-facing family pages and professional portals is not always seamless. A further limitation is that the site could make multi-agency collaboration more visible, particularly how schools, health visitors, youth justice and family hubs work together around the child.
Evaluation of Norfolk County Council Website
Norfolk’s Early Help webpage demonstrates a strong family hubs approach, which is highly consistent with contemporary national policy on integrated family support. 
Its strongest feature is clarity and simplicity. The website explains Early Help in plain English:
support is available when family difficulties begin.
This directly reflects prevention-focused principles.
The inclusion of support for children up to 18 years, or 25 with SEND, is especially strong because it recognises transitional vulnerabilities and extended support pathways for young adults with additional needs. 
The direct request for early help support route is also highly accessible. Families are not required to understand service structures before asking for help, reducing barriers to engagement.
However, compared with Leicestershire and Staffordshire, Norfolk offers less visible detail about the range of support services available before referral. The simplicity that benefits accessibility may also reduce depth for professionals seeking specific intervention pathways.
The website also gives limited visibility to partnership structures and lead professional processes, which are important aspects of multi-agency working under Working Together 2023
Evaluation of Staffordshire County Council Website
Staffordshire provides one of the most comprehensive digital Early Help ecosystems among the three authorities. Its pages clearly distinguish:
· Early Help 
· Family Hubs 
· Family support services 
· Community Family Support Service 
· local Early Help Teams 
A key strength is the explicit description of universal, targeted and community support layers, which strongly mirrors the systemic descriptors outlined in the national Early Help guide. 
The website excels in demonstrating multi-agency breadth, referencing schools, police, probation, health, benefits, housing, speech and language, and youth services. This provides a clear practical example of partnership working.
The localised “Your Early Help Team” section is particularly effective because it personalises support and explains what families can expect in plain, reassuring language. 
A weakness, however, is that the breadth of information can make navigation slightly complex. Families in crisis may struggle to determine whether they need Family Hubs, Early Help, or Community Family Support without clearer decision-tree style navigation.
Additionally, the site’s multiple linked pathways may create duplication and increase cognitive load for users with low digital literacy.


Comparative Analysis of Strengths and Weaknesses
Across all three authorities, several common strengths are evident.
First, all websites successfully communicate the preventative purpose of Early Help, aligning with national statutory guidance. Second, each authority offers self-referral or accessible support pathways, which promotes family agency and earlier engagement.
Main Strengths
· Leicestershire: strongest thematic service categorisation 
· Norfolk: strongest simplicity and family-friendly language 
· Staffordshire: strongest whole-system and multi-agency visibility 
Main Weaknesses
· Leicestershire: mixed audience language between families and professionals 
· Norfolk: lacks service depth and visible partnership detail 
· Staffordshire: information density may hinder quick navigation 
From a comparative perspective, Staffordshire most effectively reflects the whole-system maturity descriptors in the Early Help System Guide, especially through layered support and visible partnership ecology. 
Norfolk performs best in digital accessibility and family-centred simplicity, while Leicestershire performs strongly in service breadth and issue-based navigation.
The key cross-cutting weakness is that none of the three websites fully visualises the family journey through multi-agency intervention, for example through diagrams, step-by-step referral maps, or escalation pathways.









Conclusion and Recommendations
In conclusion, all three local authority websites demonstrate a strong commitment to communicating Early Help as an early intervention and family support mechanism consistent with national policy. However, their approaches differ significantly in accessibility, depth, and visibility of multi-agency working.
Staffordshire offers the strongest systemic communication, Leicestershire provides highly relevant issue-based pathways, and Norfolk excels in accessibility and clarity.
Recommendations
1. Introduce family journey maps showing what happens after requesting support 
2. Use clearer decision-tree navigation for family’s unsure what level of help they need 
3. Separate professional and family pathways more clearly 
4. Improve visual explanation of multi-agency working 
5. Use more inclusive accessibility features, including easy-read summaries and translated resources 
6. Provide clearer expected response times after referral 
These improvements would strengthen alignment with both the Early Help System Guide and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023, enhancing earlier access to support and better partnership transparency. 
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