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[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]1. Introduction
Having a system in place to support children, parents and families who are deemed vulnerable or at risk of meeting their daily basic needs in a society is important. The United Kingdom (UK) has an ‘Early Help’ system, which provides timely help to children, young people and families who are in need of support. The ‘Early Help’ system prioritises the identification of needs or problems at an early stage and addresses them to ensure that the problems do not escalate (Taylor et al., 2019). Support services under this system are provided by the various local authorities (Action for Children, 2022). For the purpose of this evaluation and analysis, three local authorities, namely, Staffordshire County Council, Leeds City Council, and Nottinghamshire County Council have been selected. The primary aim of this evaluation is to examine and analyse how the websites of these local authorities signpost the ‘Early Help’ system to families. In doing so, the concepts of the Early Help System and Multi-agency working are explained. The kind of information that is available about the ‘Early Help’ for families on the websites are also evaluated. Additionally, the strengths and weaknesses of their communication on ‘Early Help’ as displayed on their websites are analysed comparatively. The final and concluding part of the paper presents recommendations for areas for improvement. 
2. Early Help System
According to the Department for Education (2022), the ‘Early Help System’ encompasses a range of services, processes, and collaborations to offer help to vulnerable children, young people and their families within the shortest possible timeframe. It also denotes support services given to children and their families prior to meeting the required threshold for children’s social care intervention (Action for Children, 2022). For children, young people and their families, the provision of early intervention leads to more sustainable and positive outcomes. This is because such intervention prevents possible escalation of problems for them (Buckinghamshire Council, 2024). Furthermore, the ‘Early Help System’ is made up of diverse practitioners and organisations, working as a unit to offer the needed support. In a local area, there are three distinct ‘Early Help’ services- community support, universal, and acute and targeted (Department for Education, 2022). The support from family and friends, businesses in the local community, faith and community services, voluntary groups, members of the local community, and online support services constitutes community support. Universal services include those provided by schools, children and youth centres, maternity centres, family hubs, post-16 education, libraries, public health specialists, and health coordinators in the community. As well, some of the acute and targeted services are mental health, social care, police, housing, special education needs support, domestic abuse, accident and emergency departments, and jobcentre plus (Department for Education, 2022).
3. Multi-agency working 
Multi-agency working means different professional groups and institutions collaborating to identify and support vulnerable children, young people, and their families (UK Government, 2026). For instance, practitioners and organisations in health, social care, education, housing, policing, and voluntary organisations working together in harmony and coordination to respond timely to the needs of the child and family (Forbes, 2018; Department for Education, 2022). A robust multi-agency working is important to promptly identify and address emerging needs of children and families, and this can be achieved when there are collaborative leadership and a timely decision-making process (UK Government, 2026). In all, multi-agency working implies that all those who matter in giving support to children, young people, and their families who are at risk work together to effectively execute the task. 
4. Evaluation of each of the three selected local authority websites
As stated earlier, the Staffordshire County Council, Leeds City Council, and Nottinghamshire County Council are selected for this evaluation.
4.1 Evaluation of Staffordshire County Council’s Website
On the homepage of the Staffordshire County Council, there are fifteen listed top-level service categories including ‘Children, young people and families’. Under this category, there are sub services- child protection and safety, family hubs, and childcare and early years. The Family Hubs section harbours all relevant information on Early Help delivery. Also, the website provides the locations of Family Hubs and places in all eight districts in the county where families can get timely help and support. Each Family Hub offers friendly and face-to-face support for families in areas such as health, financial difficulties, parenting, and more. It is impressive to see that all the locations and support services available within the county are listed on the websites, making it easier and more accessible for help seekers. The authority has strategically position Family Hubs to the homepage with other services such as Child Protection and Childcare indicates that community-based and preventive support. Early Help services are therefore regarded as mainstream services and not crisis services. This is admirable because studies have repeatedly shown that families are more inclined to use services that they believe are friendly and community-based (Goff, Sadowski and Bagley, 2023). Thus, with the integration of Early Help into a hub model, the issue of stigmatisation is mitigated.
Nevertheless, the website does not provide enough information on how to contact the individual Family Hubs. That is, there is no direct contact information, no email address, and no self-referral mechanism on the page. Families seeking this information on the page are referred to Staffordshire Connects, an external directory, or are informed to contact their local hub, without any further communication. This creates a communication gap, and therefore a help seeker who comes to the page may be in distress. Overall, Staffordshire’s website is family-friendly and well-organised, and communication on Early Help is effectively channeled through its Family Hubs structure.
4.2 Evaluation of Leeds City Council’s Website
The Leeds City Council’s website has no direct dedicated page for ‘Early Help’, which is visible to families anywhere in the public-facing site. There are eighteen categories of services with sub-services listed on the website, but there is no ‘Early Help’ as a named service. Clearly, it will be difficult for families or a parent who is actively searching for early support to navigate his or her way out. This is a significant navigational failure with regards to Early Help on the website.
Specifically, information on Early Help can be found on the Children and Families landing page but is embedded within other services. The family hubs network is the main tool that the Leeds City Council uses to communicate Early Help. The authority boasts of seven family hubs. On the Family Hubs page, those who (‘children and young people aged 0 to 19, and even 25 with SEND, and their families’) qualify for the services are expressly stated. Also, information on all the seven hubs in the city are provided including contact details (Tel: 0113 535 0185) and email (family.hubs@leeds.gov.uk). This creates convenience as families have direct contact to hubs.

4.3 Evaluation of Nottinghamshire County Council’s Website
The website of Nottinghamshire County Council has eleven categories of top tasks with no dedicated category for Early Help. However, information on ‘Early Help’ can be found across three separate sections: Safeguarding, Children's Social Care, and Family Hub Networks. To be precise, Early Help is buried deep in the care, safeguarding, and family hubs sections. The implication is that individuals or families seeking support would have to endure a difficult task of navigating several pages to access Early Help services. Help seekers or families in distress situations may give up the search.
[image: ]
Figure 1: Screenshot of Nottinghamshire County Council’s Early Help page
Source: Nottinghamshire County Council’s Website

[bookmark: OLE_LINK2]Nevertheless, Early Help information can be found on the Family Hub Network. Figure 1 shows that information on Early Help is categorized into sections. The page provides comprehensive and well-structured information on Early Help services. This makes it easier for help seekers to find the right information and services they needed once they navigate their way onto the page. There is also a YouTube video on Early Help on the website which is important for visual communication. Generally, Nottinghamshire's website demonstrates the council’s strategic commitment to Early Help which is evidenced in its Family Hub Networks infrastructure. 
5. A comparative analysis: the main strengths and weakness of how the websites communicate the Early Help and other support services 
The analysis focuses on five key areas- visibility and navigation of Early Help, clarity and accessibility of language, contact information and self-referral, scope of service information, and, accessibility and inclusion.
Staffordshire County Council: Staffordshire’s website is the only one among the three authorities where Early Help appears as a named service. With just few clicks, families can assess information on Early Help. Staffordshire leads in visibility and navigation, and it is thus one of its key strengths. Also, it does fairly well by providing diverse methods of contact including telephone, email, and self-referral for parenting courses. However, direct contact details are missing from the main Early Help page, making it difficult for a parent or families directly seeking Early Help support. With regards to the clarity and accessibility of language, Staffordshire largely use warm and accessible language on its family-facing pages. It is however weakened by the use of Level 3 and Level 4 need language in its Families First framework to describe Early Help Teams. Professional audience may find it informative, but for some families, it may be alienating. Also, Staffordshire’s website has a rich ecosystem of Early Help services, detailing a broad range of services through its Family Hubs infrastructure.
Leeds City Council: A key strength of Leeds’ website is its excellent language accessibility, which has interpreting services, and British Sign Language video calling. This is very important as it addresses the informational needs of one of England’s most ethnically and linguistically diverse cities (Leeds City Council, n,d). Nevertheless, the website has no dedicated Early Help page anywhere on its public-facing website. This presents a serious navigation problem for families who are looking specifically for early support. Again, the website has no clear self-referral pathway or opening hours for Family Hubs, making it challenging for easy access. In all, Leeds performs worst among all three selected authorities in terms of how they communicate Early Help and other support services on their websites. 
Nottinghamshire County Council: Nottinghamshire ranks best in the way information on Early Help services is structured on their websites. This makes it easier for families seeking help to know where to find the right information they need. Also, the Early Help page has multiple contact methods, including district-specific hub details. This is one of the key strengths of the website, because families can reach local support directly without any difficulty. However, just like the two other authorities, Early Help does not appear as a standalone service on Nottinghamshire’s website. Specifically, Early Help is submerged four levels deep within the Safeguarding section of the website. This weakens the ease to access Early Help, since families are likely to be misdirected when seeking Early Help. Another major weakness of how lies in its language accessibility feature, which is limited to machine translation. It also lacks professional interpreting service information. 
6. Conclusion with recommendations for areas for improvement
In conclusion, the evaluation of the websites of the three local authorities reveals that none of the websites satisfy the communication needs of families seeking Early Help to the fullest. They all have key areas of strengths, and weaknesses. Leeds is excellent when it comes to language accessibility; Staffordshire leads in visibility and navigation; while Nottinghamshire performs strongest in in terms of structured service information and geographic specificity.
Based on the findings from this comparative evaluation, the following are recommended: First, all three authorities should design a standalone page dedicated to Early Help. This page should be user-friendly and service information should be communicated in plain language and in detail. This will save families the stress of having to navigate multiple sections for Early Help information. Second, Staffordshire and Leeds should emulate Nottinghamshire by offering information on locations of specific Early Help hubs in their districts on their websites. Also, all three should indicate opening hours of the hubs. This will help families seeking support to access it without any difficulty. Third, all three authorities should incorporate family testimonials into Early Help pages. This is to minimize stigma and normalize help seeking. 
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