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Introduction 
This report introduces the concept of Early Help, which is a proactive approach to providing support to children, young people and their families as soon as difficulties emerge (YoungMinds, 2021). It aims to prevent issues from escalating, reducing the need for more intensive, statutory services later. The importance of Early Help lies in its capacity to build resilience, improve long- term outcomes, and support families and gain knowledge and skills they need in finding their own solutions (Early Intervention Foundation, 2018a). 
The purpose of this report is to assess and compare how three local authorities- Norfolk County Council, Leicestershire Council, and Staffordshire County Council- signpost Early Help information on their public- facing websites. Effective online access is crucial, as concerns are often those most in need of clear, easily navigable guidance. Statistics show that 7.9 million people were working- age adults, 3.9 million were children and 1.7 million were pensioners (Uwtsd.ac.uk, 2025). 
This report is structured as follows: an introduction to Early Help and the reports aims; a methodology outlining the assessment criteria: individual findings for each local authority: a comparative analysis of the three: and a conclusion with key recommendations for improving online signposting practices.  

Explanation of the Early Help System 
Early Help, as defined by statutory guidance such as “Working Together to Safeguard Children,” is a proactive, multi- agency approach to providing support to children, young people, and their families as soon as difficulties emerge (HM Government, 2023). It is not a single service, but a process centred on the belief that offering timely and appropriate support can prevent problems from escalating, thereby reducing the need for more intensive, statutory interventions later. Its fundamental purpose is to build resilience within the family unit by taking a holistic, while family approach. This method builds upon existing strengths and uses a coordinated plan, often facilitated by a tool like the Early Help Assessment to address and identify underlying challenges such as financial hardship, parental mental health, or behavioural problems (Barnet – WWC, n.d.). For example, a child’s access to opportunities is heavily Influenced by their family’s financial security. Since children from wealthier backgrounds typically have greater access to supportive services and facilities, providing early help to those from under- resourced backgrounds is essential to ensure a more equitable foundation for development, and improve quality of children educational and home life (Early Intervention Foundation, 2018b).
By equipping families with the skills and resources to overcome their challenges independently, Early Help empowers them and fosters long- term stability. This approach is fundamentally aligned with the broader safeguarding framework, forming its essential preventative foundation (Darby, n.d.). It actively operationalises the core principles that “safeguarding is everyone’s responsibility” by providing a clear, structured mechanism for professionals across education, health, and other services to identify emerging needs and contribute to a single, integrated plan. Consequently, Early Help is not a separate activity but an integral component of a cohesive child protection system. It works upstream to create safer and more stable family environments, thereby proactively promoting the welfare of children. This preventative focus is what makes Early Help so vital, it safeguards children by strengthening the very fabric of their family support systems, fulfilling the goal of all safeguarding endeavours.  

Explanation of Multi- Agency Working 
Department for Education (2022) guidelines explains that Multi- Agency Working is a coordinated effort where different services and agencies collaborate in a unified manner, sharing information and expertise to provide effective, holistic support (Petty, 2025). Its significance within the Early Help system paramount, as articulated in the statutory guidance “Working Together to Safeguard Children” (HM Government, 2023). This framework emphasises that safeguarding is a shared responsibility, and effective Early Help is dependant on agencies working together to identify needs and deliver a coordinated package of support (NSPCC, 2023).   
This collaboration ensures that the child’s and family’s circumstances are understood from all angles, preventing duplication of effort and ensuring interventions are complimentary. For example, a school may identify a decline in child’s attendance or behaviour and raise this with the social worker or Early Help Lead Practitioner. A health visitor or GP can contribute crucial information about a child’s development or parental mental health. These professional’s then form a “Team Around the Family” (TAF), with a designated lead practitioner coordinating a single, multi- agency plan (Surreycc.gov.uk, 2024). 
Through this structured collaboration, the social worker might coordinate the plan and provide specialist family support. The school implements in school interventions and monitors educational progress, and the health professional’s addresses specific medical or developmental needs. Regular multi- agency meetings ensure all parties are aligned, creating a cohesive support network that wraps around the family, ultimately promoting child welfare and preventing crisis (Blacker, 2025).   

Evaluation of Three Local Authority Websites Explain Early Help and Other Support Services for Families 
Summary 
This report looks at the websites for Norfolk, Leicestershire, and Staffordshire councils. It checks how easy it is for different families to find information about Early Help and other support services. A council’s website is the front door to this support, and its design not only improves transparency and accessibility, but also can make the difference between a family getting Early Help or giving up (Reece, 2024). 
1. The problem of Complicated Websites for Stressed Families 
Early Help is designed to support families before problems get worse. But when you are stressed, a confusing website can stop you from finding this help. You need to find support services quickly and easily. 
Norfolk Council (Norfolk County Council, 2024). 
Their websites Early Help is presented through sections for public and professional’s, using a family hub approach to offer advice and support by phone or online (Norfolk County Council, n.d.). The accessibility and clarity aim to make its website accessible as possible and easy for everyone (Norfolk County Council, 2018). Overall, the website employs a clear, section- based navigation structure, but it is packed into long, wordy pages about processes and assessments. A stressed parent looking for immediate support services, like help with food bills or a child’s behaviour, will likely find it overwhelming. They might not see the connection between the big idea of Early Help and the practical support they need right now. 

Leicestershire Council (Leicestershire.gov.uk, 2019).  
This website is the easiest to use. It has a simple search tool that acts as a hub for all family support services. The Early help information presented through several avenues, including online services for requesting help, the use of online Multi- Agency Referral Form (MARF), for professionals, and direct contact via phone or email. The Leicestershire Early Help strategy document outlines the partnership approach and the use of the Early Help Assessment (EHA) process. The process of Early Help referral is through online form, which asks for child’s details to explain difficulties. High performance is its biggest strengths, as it constantly ranks as one of the tops performing county councils in UK (White, 2019). The websites approachability makes the idea of Early Help feel practical and accessible, not just a complicated idea. 

Staffordshire Council (www.staffordshire.gov.uk, n.d.). 
Their website looks clean and mentions Early Help and is presented through a coordinated response involving various support services for children and families, focussing on early intervention before problems escalate. The types of supports that are available are direct support (one to one and groups for children’s and families). Consultation where team provides advice to professional’s and families, whole schoolwork, and specialist service. The support is delivered through home visits, school visits and video calls so issues can be addressed. To access support people can make referral by searching online (www.staffordshire.gov.uk, n.d.). The clarity of the website is with clear sections and the content varies. The ease of navigation is like any other websites with a search bar, specific topic, menus are available for browsing. Families can see the accessibility statement on website. It provides different topics, such as road maintenance, but it sometimes lacks detail on the full range of support services. A family might understand what Early Help is but struggle to find a list of local groups of charities that provide it.  
2. Finding Urgent Help for Women in Danger 
For women facing domestic abuse, clear and immediate access to support services is critical for safety. 
Norfolk and Staffordshire Councils: Information on domestic abuse support is often buried within general sections. This forces a vulnerable user to navigate multiple pages to find urgent help, creating a dangerous and unacceptable delay when trying to find refuge or financial aid to move homes. 
Leicestershire Council: The website excels here. Its clear directory links users to vital domestic abuse services. This intuitive design makes it significantly more likely a women will quickly find emergency support she needs as a core part of the Early Help offer.  
3. Connecting Financial Aid to Family Support 
Practical financial help must be clearly presented as a key support service within the Early Help system.  
Norfolk Council: Information on financial ais is often buried in complex, separate sections. A family may not realize that help with a rent deposit is a core support service they can access.  
Leicestershire Council: Their approach successfully integrates financial support into the main family support information. This directly links a family’s situation to practical solutions, making tangible aid easy to find. 
Staffordshire Council: The website often states that financial help exists but provides vague or limited details on how to apply. This leaves families knowing help is theoretically available but without a clear pathway to get it.   

Comparative Analysis 
Of the three councils, Leicestershire’s website is the most effective due to its user- centric design. Its key strength is the integrated A to Z search, which acts as a practical hub, allowing users to find specific support services through simple filtering. This intuitive structure significantly lowers barriers for vulnerable groups, making it the most accessible. However, Leicestershire’s service delivery faces underlying weaknesses, including severe financial pressure and lower funding per capita, which threatens the long- term sustainability of the services it signposts so effectively (Richardson, 2025). A further challenge is the need for deeper community engagement to ensure the directory reflects the full spectrum of local, on- the ground support. 
In contrast, Norfolk’s primary weakness is complexity: its extensive information is text- heavy and poorly organized. This is compounded by specific accessibility non- compliance, such as a failure to meet WCAG guidelines for screen readers, and the poor usability of online forms, which often lengthy and prone to timing out (Government Digital Service, 2018). These technical failures create critical barriers for disabled or digitally excluded residents, effectively locking them out of the support system.  
Staffordshire’s site is clean and modern but lacks depth, a symptom of broader institutional challenges. Its financial pressures and a potentially slow adaption for change likely hinder the investment needed to build a more comprehensive and detailed online resource. This reflects a cautious approach to risk management amid high demand for services, resulting in a website that is safe but insufficient for those in complex need (Staffordshire.gov.uk, 2023).
For improvement, Norfolk must urgently address its digital exclusion by overhauling forms for simplicity and ensuring full accessibility compliance. Staffordshire needs to strategically enrich its content by moving forward in partnerships with local charities to supplement its limited resources. Leicestershire, while the model to follow, must focus its community engagement on co- production with residents to ensure its excellent directory remains fully funded, relevant, and resilient against financial strain.   

Conclusion and Recommendations 
The analysis reveals that effective Early Help signposting hinges on intuitive design. Leicestershire’s success stems from its centralized A-Z directory, simplifying access. In contrast, Norfolk’s complex, text- heavy content and Staffordshire’s over simplified, limited information create significant barriers for vulnerable users. 
To bridge these gaps, practical recommendations are essential. Authorities must prioritise the reaction of a centralised, searchable hub for all family support services, moving away from fragmented information silos. All content must be written in plain, simple English to ensure it is understandable to all residents, regardless of their background or literacy. Furthermore, a commitment to digital inclusion is non- negotiable; this involves guaranteeing full compliance with accessibility standards and streaming complex online forms to prevent user frustration and drop out. Finally, dedicated and highly visible pathways for urgent crisis support services, such as domestic violence, accidents and trauma, or even homelessness, must be featured in home pages to ensure immediate access for those in danger. 

Conclusion 
In conclusion, clear and accessible online information is far more than an administrative convenience: it is the critical gateway to early intervention. When families can effortlessly find and comprehend the support available to them, they are empowered to seek help at the earliest possible stage. This proactive approach is vital for preventing family crisis from escalating, safeguarding children, and ultimately building stronger, more resilient communities. A well- signposted website is, therefore, a fundamental tool for achieving genuine social equity and positive long- term outcomes.  
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