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Introduction
[bookmark: _7i5qi390v5be][bookmark: _7qygo3bscuue]An Examination and Analysis of How the ‘Early Help’ System is Signposted to UK Families via Local Authority Websites
Early Help is a preventative approach designed to support children, young people and families at the earliest stage of emerging need. Local authorities are required to ensure families can access support before problems escalate into safeguarding concerns. Local authority websites now serve as the primary gateway for families seeking help, making clear signposting essential to provide the necessary support to families. Effective communication enables families to understand available services, access appropriate support, and engage in early intervention.
This report examines how Early Help is communicated through the websites of Norfolk County Council, Staffordshire County Council and Leeds City Council. The report evaluates accessibility, clarity, multi-agency information and referral pathways. The analysis is informed by national statutory guidance, including the Early Help System Guide and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023, which emphasises the importance of early intervention and coordinated multi-agency support (Department for Education, 2023; HM Government, 2023).
Simultaneously, “Children are defined as being “in need” when their vulnerability is such that:
· They are unlikely to achieve or maintain a satisfactory level of health or development without the provision of services by a local authority.
· Their health or development will be significantly impaired without the provision of such services.
· They are disabled – children automatically defined as Children in Need (CIN)
Local authorities, under section 10 of the Children Act 2024, have a responsibility to promote inter-agency co-operation to improve the welfare of all children”.

[bookmark: _ppzuct44kqyz][bookmark: _Hlk226663178]Explanation of the Early Help System
Early Help is designed to identify and address emerging needs before problems escalate. The Early Help System Guide describes Early Help as a coordinated network of services, practitioners and processes working together to support families at the earliest opportunity (Department for Education, 2023). The guidance emphasises that Early Help should be accessible, voluntary and focused on improving outcomes for children and families.
The Early Help System Guide highlights several key principles including: -
· early identification of needs
· family-centred practice
· coordinated multi-agency working
· prevention-focused support
· clear referral pathways
· shared responsibility across services
Early Help may include support relating to parenting, behaviour, mental health, financial difficulties, school attendance, domestic abuse, and housing challenges. The aim is to prevent escalation into statutory safeguarding intervention and improve long-term outcomes for children and families (Department for Education, 2023).
The Early Help System Guide also emphasises that local authorities must ensure families understand how to access services. Clear communication and signposting are therefore essential components of effective Early Help delivery.

[bookmark: _bfqpteflrdeq][bookmark: _Hlk226663212]Explanation of Multi-Agency Working
Multi-agency working is central to the delivery of Early Help. Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 states that safeguarding and early intervention require collaboration between local authorities, health services, police, education providers and voluntary organisations (HM Government, 2023). This coordinated approach ensures that families receive holistic support.
The statutory guidance highlights that multi-agency working should include:
· information sharing between professionals
· coordinated assessments
· early identification of need
· whole-family approach
· shared responsibility for outcomes
University of Wales (2026) class note describes “multi-agency partnership working as where practitioners from more than one agency work together jointly, sharing aims, information, tasks, and responsibilities to intervene early to prevent problems arising that may impact children’s learning and achievement”.
Multi-agency collaboration allows professionals to identify emerging risks and provide appropriate support before issues escalate. Early Help should therefore involve multiple agencies working together to provide targeted support tailored to family needs (HM Government, 2023).
Local authority websites should reflect this collaborative approach by clearly explaining how services work together and how families can access the support they need in good time.

[bookmark: _ydbwo7yd7aau][bookmark: _Hlk226663278]
Evaluation of Norfolk County Council Website
Norfolk County Council presents Early Help through a family-focused approach. The website provides accessible language and clear explanations of support that is available for families. The information is structured around helping families before problems escalate into all manner of avoidable complications, which aligns with national Early Help guidance (Norfolk County Council, 2026).
[bookmark: _bi0gafk0jlae]Strengths
The Norfolk County Council website uses simple and direct language specifically designed for families to understand. It clearly explains that support is available for families experiencing parenting difficulties, behaviour concerns, financial issues and wellbeing needs. This approach supports accessibility and reflects the preventative focus outlined in national guidance (Department for Education, 2023).
The Norfolk County Council website also signposts:
· family hubs
· parenting support
· emotional wellbeing support
· SEND support
· financial advice
This broad range of services aligns with Early Help principles of providing coordinated support.
Another strength is the clear request for support pathway. Families are able to understand how to access services and identify available support. This reflects the importance of accessible referral pathways highlighted in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (HM Government, 2023).
[bookmark: _utxn3du5zugd]Weaknesses
However, Norfolk County Council separates information across multiple pages. Families may need to navigate between Early Help, family hubs and referral pages. This may reduce accessibility. In addition, multi-agency working is not clearly explained in detail, which may limit understanding of how services work together. 

[bookmark: _onnybgedv1ft][bookmark: _Hlk226663340]Evaluation of Staffordshire County Council Website
Staffordshire County Council provides detailed information about Early Help services. The website explains that Early Help involves supporting families early to prevent escalation of difficulties. This aligns with national guidance on early intervention (Staffordshire County Council, 2026).
[bookmark: _hs27ibi7uk09]Strengths
The Staffordshire County Council website provides comprehensive explanations of Early Help services. It highlights that support may involve:
· schools
· health professionals
· housing services
· community organisations
This clearly reflects the multi-agency approach recommended in statutory guidance (HM Government, 2023).
The website also provides detailed explanations of family hubs and parenting programmes. This supports families in understanding available services.
Another strength is the emphasis on coordinated support and partnership working. This aligns with Early Help principles of collaborative practice (Department for Education, 2023).
[bookmark: _a4mq815g65cu]Weaknesses
Despite detailed information, the Staffordshire County Council website contains large amounts of text. This may cause some difficulty in navigating the website. The language is more professional and less family-friendly when compared to Norfolk County Council website. In addition, referral pathways are less visible, which may reduce accessibility.

[bookmark: _uzu726cpoqfp][bookmark: _Hlk226663387]Evaluation of Leeds City Council Website
Leeds City Council presents Early Help as a partnership approach focused on prevention. The website emphasises supporting families before difficulties escalate and highlights voluntary engagement (Leeds City Council, 2026).
[bookmark: _7qva82vqty30]

Strengths
The Leeds City Council website clearly explains the purpose of Early Help. It emphasises partnership working and family-centred practice. This reflects principles outlined in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (HM Government, 2023).
The website also highlights multi-agency working including:
· schools
· health services
· children’s centres
· community services
This supports understanding of collaborative support.
[bookmark: _iejywkftvp7a]Weaknesses
However, Leeds City Council provides limited practical signposting. Referral routes are not clearly visible. Families may need to search across multiple pages to access support. This reduces accessibility compared to Norfolk County Council and Staffordshire County Council.

[bookmark: _xjjx69v3xrr1][bookmark: _Hlk226663452]Comparative Analysis
[bookmark: _mpf81g64y2hx]Accessibility
Norfolk County Council provides the most accessible language and clear referral pathways. Staffordshire County Council provides detailed information but is more complex. Leeds City Council provides conceptual information but limited navigation. Therefore, after considerable assessment of the three websites, our study is inclined to confirm that Norfolk County Council appears the most accessible to families seeking information and support.
[bookmark: _x862b8evrotl]Multi-Agency Communication
Staffordshire County Council provides the strongest explanation of multi-agency working. Leeds City Council also emphasises partnership. Norfolk County Council provides less detailed explanation of Multi–Agency collaboration. 
[bookmark: _p5qnzvf0oq8a]Signposting
Norfolk County Council provides clear routes to support. Staffordshire County Council requires navigating multiple pages to access vital information. Leeds City Council provides limited referral guidance and as such provides limited support.
[bookmark: _g94130r4cf3x]Range of Services
Staffordshire County Council provides the most comprehensive service listing. Norfolk County Council provides broad but simplified information. Leeds City Council provides less detailed service information and as such less supportive to families seeking help.
[bookmark: _1a0rkl1b5dsi][bookmark: _Hlk226663509]
Conclusion
All three local authorities provide Early Help information, but effectiveness varies. Norfolk County Council provides the most accessible and family-friendly information. Staffordshire County Council provides comprehensive detail and strong multi-agency explanation. Whilst Leeds City Council provides clear conceptual explanation but limited practical signposting.
[bookmark: _jpb31vjl37l6][bookmark: _Hlk226663556]In the overall analysis, Norfolk County Council appears to provide the most effective Early Help website due to its accessibility, clarity and direct referral pathways.
Recommendations:
On the completion of our thorough examination of the three respective websites, our study is making the following recommendations for the three different local authorities to focus on improving the range of services they are providing for families on Early help etc, in their respective boroughs. These are as follows: -
Norfolk County Council should:
· improve multi-agency explanation to enhance desired outcomes.
· consolidate pages with more clarity of the information so provided.
Staffordshire County Council should:
· simplify language for better understanding of the information provided.
· improve navigation for visitors to access pages of information easily.
Leeds City Council should:
· provide clear referral pathways for the families seeking help and support.
· expand service information for better understanding and easier access.
Improving these areas would strengthen Early Help accessibility for families at these local authorities.
[bookmark: _pgexov1yhizt]
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