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Introduction
In the United Kingdom, the ‘Early Help’ system plays an important role within the wider safeguarding framework. It is designed to provide early, preventative support to children, young people, and families before issues become more serious. As outlined in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023, safeguarding is a shared responsibility, and early intervention is key to improving outcomes for children (HM Government, 2023).
Today, local authority websites are often the first place families go when looking for help. Because of this, how information is presented online is extremely important. If services such as Early Help are difficult to find or understand, families may delay seeking support. This can lead to problems becoming more serious over time. This is something I have become more aware of through my studies, particularly in understanding how delays in accessing support can impact outcomes for children and families. This goes against the preventative aim of Early Help. From my perspective, this highlights how important it is that websites are not just informative, but also easy to use, especially for families who may already feel overwhelmed.
This report looks at how three local authorities Leicestershire County Council, Norfolk County Council, and Staffordshire County Council present and signpost Early Help services on their websites. It uses guidance from the Early Help System Guide and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 to assess how clear, accessible, and user-friendly the information is. The report also considers wider issues such as digital exclusion and how website design can impact access to services. (Department for Education, 2022)
It is also important to recognise that not all families’ access information in the same way. Some may experience barriers such as limited digital literacy, language differences, or lack of internet access. This means that while local authority websites are a key source of information, they may not be equally accessible to all users. Therefore, evaluating how Early Help is presented online must also consider whether the information is inclusive and accessible to a wide range of families.






 Explanation of the Early Help System
The Early Help system is based on the idea of providing support as soon as problems begin to appear. According to the Early Help System Guide, support should be offered “as soon as a problem emerges” to prevent situations from getting worse (Department for Education, 2022).
Early Help is different from statutory social care because it is aimed at families whose needs are not yet serious enough to require formal intervention. For example, families might need support with school attendance, behaviour, mental health, or financial difficulties. By addressing these issues early, services can help prevent them from escalating.
A key principle of Early Help is providing “the right support at the right time” (Department for Education, 2022). This means services should be flexible and tailored to each family’s needs. It is also important that Early Help is voluntary and supportive, so families do not feel judged or worried about asking for help. In my view, this is particularly important because some families may avoid seeking help if they fear being judged or misunderstood.
The Early Help Assessment (EHA) is often used to identify needs and plan support. This involves working with families to understand their situation and agree on what support is needed. This approach is designed to be collaborative and focused on the whole family, rather than just the child.
Early Help also includes access to community services such as parenting support, youth programmes, and mental health services. These services are essential in helping families build resilience and maintain stability. Because of this, it is important that local authority websites clearly signpost these services so families can access them easily. From a practical point of view, if this information is difficult to find, it reduces the likelihood that families will engage with support early.
Furthermore, Early Help plays an important role in reducing pressure on statutory services. By addressing issues at an earlier stage, it can prevent situations from escalating to the point where more intensive interventions are required. This not only benefits families but also supports the wider safeguarding system by allowing resources to be used more effectively. From this perspective, ensuring that families can easily access Early Help information is not just beneficial, but essential for the overall efficiency of children’s services.

 Explanation of Multi-Agency Working
Multi-agency working is a key part of Early Help and safeguarding. Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023highlights that no single organisation can meet all a child’s needs, so different services must work together (HM Government, 2023).
Children and families often face a range of challenges that involve different areas, such as education, health, and housing. By working together, agencies can share information and provide more joined-up support. This helps ensure that families receive the right help without having to repeat their situation to multiple professionals. This reflects what has been discussed in safeguarding guidance, where coordinated support is often more effective than isolated interventions (HM Government, 2023). From what I understand, this can make a big difference in how supported families feel.
Information sharing is an important part of this process. Professionals need to share relevant information in a safe and appropriate way so that risks can be identified early. However, this must be balanced with confidentiality and data protection.
Another key feature is the Lead Professional role. This person acts as the main point of contact for the family and coordinates the support they receive. This helps make the process clearer and less overwhelming for families. In my opinion, having one consistent person involved is likely to build trust and improve communication.
Multi-agency working also supports a whole-family approach. This means looking at the needs of parents as well as children, recognising that family circumstances have a direct impact on a child’s wellbeing. For example, supporting a parent with mental health issues can have a positive effect on the child.
Overall, effective multi-agency working helps ensure that Early Help is coordinated, consistent, and focused on achieving positive outcomes.






Evaluation of Local Authority Websites
Leicestershire County Council
Leicestershire County Council’s website places Early Help within a broader “Children, young people and families” section. While this makes sense from an organisational point of view, it means users must click through several pages to find the information they need.
This could be difficult for families who are already feeling stressed or unsure about where to look. The lack of a clear “Early Help” link on the homepage makes it less visible than it could be. From a user perspective, this could discourage people from continuing their search for help. The language used on the website is quite formal. While this is clear, it may not feel very welcoming or reassuring for families who are nervous about asking for help. There is also limited explanation of what happens after contacting services, which could make the process feel unclear.
Overall, the website contains the right information, but it could be made easier to access and more user-friendly. In my view, small changes such as clearer headings and simpler language could make a big difference.
Norfolk County Council
Norfolk County Council provides a clearer and more accessible approach. The website has a dedicated Early Help section, which makes it easier to find information. One of its main strengths is the way information is written. The language is simple, clear, and reassuring. It explains that anyone can ask for help, which helps reduce stigma and encourages families to seek support earlier. The website also explains what Early Help is and what the assessment process involves. This helps families understand what to expect, which can reduce anxiety. From my perspective, this makes the service feel more approachable.
In addition, the Norfolk Community Directory provides links to a range of local services. This makes it easier for families to find support that meets their needs. However, the process for requesting help could be made even clearer, for example by adding a more visible referral button. Overall, this website provides a strong example of good practice.
Staffordshire County Council
Staffordshire County Council uses “Staffordshire Connects,” which is a directory of local services. This provides a wide range of information in one place, which is useful for families with different needs. However, the pathway to Early Help is not always clear. Users may need to search through the directory to find the right information, which can be time-consuming. In my opinion, this could be frustrating for someone who needs help quickly.
The website focuses more on listing services than explaining how they work. This means families may not fully understand what Early Help involves or what will happen after they make contact. There are also limited options for quick or direct contact, such as live chat or simple online forms. This could make it harder for families to access support quickly. Overall, while the directory is helpful, clearer signposting and guidance would improve the user experience.





















 Comparative Analysis of Strengths and Weaknesses
All three websites provide information about Early Help, which shows they are meeting basic requirements set out in national guidance (HM Government, 2023). They are also all place Early Help within a wider range of family services, which reflects the idea of a continuum of support.
However, a common issue across all three is that Early Help is not immediately visible. Users often must click through several pages to find it. This can create barriers, especially for families who need help quickly. Arguably, this suggests that although services exist, they are not always designed with the end user in mind, which can limit their overall effectiveness. From my perspective, this is one of the most important weaknesses identified in this report. This links to the Early Help System Guide which emphasises the importance of accessible and transparent services to encourage early engagement. (Department for Education, 2022).
There are also clear differences in how information is communicated. Norfolk stands out for its clear and supportive language, while Leicestershire and Staffordshire use more formal wording. This can affect how comfortable families feel about seeking help.
Another shared weakness is the lack of clear step-by-step guidance. None of the websites fully explain what happens after a family asks for help. This lack of clarity could make the process feel confusing or intimidating.
These issues highlight a wider problem in public services, where websites are often designed around organisational structures rather than user needs. In my view, a more user-centred approach would significantly improve access to Early Help services.
In addition, the differences between the websites suggest that there is no consistent approach to how Early Help is communicated across local authorities. This variation may lead to unequal access to support depending on where a family lives. From a critical perspective, this raises questions about consistency in service delivery and whether national guidance is being implemented in a uniform way. Greater standardisation in how Early Help is signposted online could help ensure that all families have equal opportunities to access support.


Conclusion and Recommendations
In conclusion, while all three local authorities provide information about Early Help, there are clear differences in how effectively this information is presented. Norfolk County Council provides the most accessible and user-friendly approach, while Staffordshire offers a wide range of services but less clarity. Leicestershire provides structured information but could improve accessibility and tone.
A key issue across all three is that Early Help is not easy to find, and the process is not always clearly explained. This can prevent families from accessing support early, which is the main aim of the system. From my perspective, improving visibility and clarity should be a priority for all local authorities.
To improve this, local authorities should, make Early Help more visible on their homepage, provide clear step-by-step guidance on how to access support, use simple, reassuring language, offer quick and easy ways to contact services, include videos or visual guides to explain the process and consider the needs of users who may have limited digital skills.
In addition, local authorities could involve service users in the design of their websites to ensure they meet real needs. This would help create a more accessible and inclusive system.
By making these changes, local authorities can improve access to Early Help and ensure families receive support when they need it most. This supports the overall goal of safeguarding and promoting children’s wellbeing. This analysis has highlighted to me how important clear communication and accessibility are within safeguarding systems, particularly when families may already be in vulnerable situations.
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