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Evaluating the Accessibility and Effectiveness of Early Help Information on Local Authority Websites: A Comparative Analysis of Norfolk, Leeds and Nottinghamshire County Councils
1. Introduction
The 2023 statutory safeguarding children guidance describes an obligation to plan and work in partnership to safeguard children from the risk of harm and promote their welfare (Department for Education, 2023). Pre-emptive safeguarding methods include Early Help in responding to needs in a way that stops difficulties from escalating to a level that would require social care's statutory intervention. In 2023-24, the number of children in England who were assessed and categorised as children in need numbered more than 403,000, illustrating the imperative of intervention (Department for Education, 2024). Local authority websites are often the first places families seek help. This report examines how Norfolk, Leeds and Nottinghamshire County Councils convey Early Help and family support services. Using a framework of accessibility, clarity, and data element multi-agency informational inclusion, it undertakes a comparative study.
2. Early Help System
The Early Help system is a preventative and child-centered system designed to recognise and respond to developing challenges before they reach a stage that requires statutory safeguarding intervention. The Department for Education (DfE) identifies Early Help as support that is provided as soon as a challenge is identified, at any point during a child's life, in order to improve the outcome for the child, and reduce the associated long-term risk (DfE, 2023a). The Early Help System Guide states that in order for Early Help to be effective, support must be coordinated and must be responsive to the family's strengths, needs and circumstances (DfE, 2024).

Early Help seeks to address a range of challenges that are associated with negative outcomes for children, such as poor school attendance, parental conflict, domestic abuse, inadequate housing, poverty, mental illness, and a variety of other issues (DfE, 2023a). This is in line with evidence from the Supporting Families Programme, which states that for more than 650,000 vulnerable families, in England, coordinated support has been provided, demonstrating that early intervention is beginning to reduce family vulnerability (Department for Education, 2024).

The need for Early Help is exemplified by serious case reviews, such as the death of Victoria Climbié, which involves a case of multiple failed opportunities to identify and respond to the early warning signs of harm, and demonstrates the necessity for proactive and coordinated efforts by all services (Laming, 2003). As a result, the majority of modern safeguarding policies focus on early identification and multi-agency interventions, as opposed to the typical late, crisis intervention.

The services offered by Early Help are just one part of the service's effectiveness. Families must also recognise the need for help for the service to be effective. Websites of local authorities must be clearly written, easy to use, and easy to navigate. Early Help is also effective when safeguarding practices are easy to understand. If help is needed and the information is not easy to find, the help is likely to be too late for the Early Help to be effective (DfE, 2023a; DfE, 2024).


3. Multi-Agency Working in Early Help
Multi-agency working is critical in modern safeguarding practice and for the delivery of Early Help. Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) stresses the importance of interagency collaboration for the safeguarding the welfare of children and for the prevention of issues escalating the level of child need (Department of Education, 2023). Multiagency collaboration is essential for social workers, health visitors, school staff, police, GPs, CAMHS, and members from the voluntary sector for the contribution of valuable and specific expertise for the identification and assessment of supporting a family.

The biggest benefit multi-agency collaboration has is for the ability to share information and the provision of collaborative services. By drawing together all the views and input from multiple services, practitioners can make comprehensive assessments of the needs and challenges that impact the wellbeing of a child, a family, or a community. Combining services leads to the improved likelihood that the interventions are timely and that risks are early identified (Ofsted et al., 2023). An example of an absence from school could be an indication of a mental health issue, domestic violence, or even a lack of adequate housing and require the support of several agencies.

The Victoria Climbié Inquiry stressed the need for superior collaboration when it discovered avoidable child safety issues due to a lack of interagency communication and information sharing (Laming, 2003). Although there is an understanding that communication among several agencies is critical, barriers still exist. National Children's Bureau (2021) listed inconsistent information-sharing, resource-related barriers, and clashing priorities amongst partner agencies as barriers to effective collaboration. The Massachusetts Institute of Technology (2021) has noted that achieving early help involves services and requires coordination among different agencies.

4. Website Evaluation Framework
To maintain a consistent, rigorous assessment, we will use an identical framework to evaluate Norfolk County Council, Leeds City Council, and Nottinghamshire County Council compared to one another. A standardized framework will allow a consistent level of objective analysis of the effectiveness of Early Help and wider family support services for each Council.
Criterion 1: How Easily is Early Help Information Found?
Early Help means families must locate and access support as early as possible. As a measure of this, we will assess website navigation with respect to how visible Early Help information is on the Homepage, the website's search functionality, and how many clicks are required to access Early Help information. Early Help support delays are contributory factors to increased family need and Demand for Statutory Services (Taylor, Drayton, and McBride, 2019). Councils are more likely to back efforts to prevent the abuse of children when information concerning Early Help is readily accessible.
Criterion 2: Information Clarity and Readability
The National Children's Bureau (2021) found that more families engage with information the clearer the information is. For this assessment, we will be looking at the presence/absence of jargon, the information's readability, the adequateness of terminology explanations, and the overall information's suitability for the lay audience. It will focus on service descriptions and how they are supported, the process for making a referral, and the eligibility to do so.
Criterion 3: Breadth of Available Support Services
Multi-Need Early Help aims to meet a variety of interconnected needs within a family. The websites will be reviewed for their range of Family Hubs, other services, parenting support, mental health, SEND, domestic abuse and support services as well as help with finances and housing. According to Buckinghamshire Council (2024), family problems generally occur in conjunction with other issues and require multiple services to provide a coordinated response.
Criterion 4: Accessibility and User Experience
To facilitate family access to services, it is essential to ensure that support can be digitally accessible. Therefore, the assessment will consider how services are accessed via a mobile phone, the ability to translate, access, contact details, the overall site layout and other accessibility features. Family Hubs and the Start for Life Programme reinforces the need for barriers to service access to be as minimal as possible and for languages and formats of information to serve diverse communities (Department for Health and Social Care and Department for Education, 2023).
Criterion 5: Communication of Multi-Agency Working
Currently, multi-agency working is at the center of most safeguarding practices. Therefore, the websites will be reviewed for evidence of partnerships of schools, health, social care, police and voluntary services. Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) stresses the need for joined up working to improve outcomes and reduce safeguarding concerns (Department for Education, 2023). Ofsted inspections et al. (2023) also noted that timely Early Help is characterized by effective communication between agencies and a clear referral system.
These five criteria provide a strong basis for assessing the availability of information and how far local authority websites act as portals to Early Help services. As website content is often families' first contact with support services, effective digital signposting should be viewed as a key aspect of safeguarding practice. Rather, it should be considered a fit for an administrative function.
5. Individual Website Analysis
Norfolk County Council
The Early Help section of Norfolk County Council adopts a proactive perspective along the lines of Section 3 of the Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (Department for Education, 2023). There is evident accessibility to Early Help, referral pathways, and family support services.
The information is organized by family needs. This works in tandem with the Supporting Families Programme (Department for Education, 2024) and the whole family approach. As is, some required information is scattered across several pages, and can be difficult for families in need to access support. Some content is written using a professional jargon that may affect the accessibility for the users who are not within the profession. That said, the site shows commitment to early intervention and support.
Leeds City Council
In Early Help and Family Hub services, Leeds City Council demonstrates the integrated family support systems that are a staple of the current national guidance (Department for Health and Social Care and Department for Education, 2023). The site shows integrated working in and access to most services, including emotional wellbeing and tailored parenting support. The amount of information can be overwhelming and may make some of the most critical referral routes less visible. This meets the criteria of successful Early Help systems that serve to show as much the accessibility of services as their availability systems (Taylor, Drayton and McBride, 2019).
Nottinghamshire County Council
Nottinghamshire County Council puts families first in their Early Help communications. They provide clear pathways to different support services. Their information on SEND, parenting, and emotional wellbeing services stands out. They offer clear pathways to their partner agencies and exemplify some of the collaborative principles that Ofsted et al (2023) advance. Though some safeguarding information is posted across multiple pages, in general, their website is easy to navigate. As such, Nottinghamshire County Council includes the accessibility and the comprehensiveness of Early Help communications better than most others. Their practice contains Early Help systems evidence (National Children's Bureau, 2021; Buckinghamshire Council, 2024), which supports the need for clear communication and focused multi-agency support.
6. Comparative Analysis
The quantitative analysis shows differing ways of communicating Early Help and family support services across the three local authorities. For Norfolk and Nottinghamshire, stronger outcomes are seen in navigation, family-friendly language, and contact visibility for support pathways for non-professionals. Leeds, on the other hand, provides an adequate description of multi-agency work concerning the partnership framework of Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (Department for Education, 2023).
The results may indicate that accessibility inversely impacts comprehensiveness. Although Leeds populated the multiple dimensions of collaborative work, this may have negatively impacted navigational efficiency. Nottinghamshire provided the right amount of clarity and families were able to identify the support they needed. These findings are aligned with Taylor et al. (2019), and Ofsted et al. (2023), which find that Early Help systems focus on competent communication and inter-agency work. In summary, the systems that were found in Nottinghamshire focused on the in-depth accessibility of the service and partnership. These systems were found to be the most competent.

7. Conclusion
Comparative analysis shows Norfolk, Leeds and Nottinghamshire County Councils offer families Early Help information and services, although there are some variations in the effectiveness of information being shared with families. The results show that accessibility, language clarity and visibility of referral pathways and digital usability is important to whether families can identify and access support at an early stage. This reinforces previous research which has identified that whether families can access and understand the right type of Early Help is important to the effectiveness of these interventions (Drayton and McBride, 2019; Taylor, Drayton and McBride, 2019; Department for Education, 2023). It is therefore important that the online communication strategies are improved to decrease barriers and enhance preventative safeguarding strategies.

Recommendations
Four recommendations follow these findings and supporting evidence to enhance Early Help signposting. First, websites should be designed in plain English, avoiding professional jargon, as research shows clearer communication leads to greater family engagement with support services (National Children's Bureau, 2021); this is particularly relevant to Norfolk, where jargon was found to reduce accessibility. Second, councils should increase translations, accessible formats and inclusive digital features to eliminate obstacles to service use for different community groups, following the Family Hubs and Start for Life Programme's focus on accessible family support services (Department for Education and Department for Health and Social Care, 2023); this is especially relevant to Leeds, where the volume of information risked obscuring key referral routes. Third, local authorities should develop more accurate service maps, self-assessment tools and online referral mechanisms to help families identify the right support more effectively, based on evidence that effective Early Help relies on families identifying the support required and on a timely, coordinated response (Taylor, Drayton and McBride, 2019); Nottinghamshire's streamlined navigation, identified as the strongest of the three councils in this analysis, exemplifies good practice worth replicating. Last, councils should make their websites mobile-friendly and involve families and practitioners in evaluating website usability, to ensure digital services are accessible and enhance multi-agency safeguarding communications (Department for Education, 2024).
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