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[bookmark: _Toc237556170]1. Introduction 
Early Help is an important part of safeguarding and family-support system in England. It intends to identify difficulties at an early stage and provide appropriate support before they become more severe. Local authorities have an essential role in helping families understand Early Help, identify suitable support and know how to access services.
Local authority websites are an important source of information for families seeking advice and support. For some families, the council websites may be the first place they look when they are experiencing difficulties consequently, clear language, accessible navigation and straightforward referral routes are essential when presenting Early Help online.
This report examines how Early Help and wider support services are communicated through the websites of Norfolk County Council, Staffordshire County Council and Nottinghamshire County Council. It considers the clarity and accessibility of Early Help information, the range of assistance  services available and how multi-agency working is communicated to families.
The report uses two key national documents. The first is the Supporting Families: Early Help System Guide (Department for Education and Department for Levelling UP, Housing and Communities, 2022), which identifies five essential areas of an efficient Early Help system: Family voice and experience, workforce, communities, leaders and data. The second is Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 (Department for Education, 2026) , which highlights the importance of multi-agency working and coordinated support for children and families.
The report will explain the Early Help System and multi-agency working before evaluating the three council websites. It will then compare their strengths and weaknesses and identify which council provides the most effective online signposting. 
Finally recommendations for improvement will be provided.



[bookmark: _Toc237556171] 2. Explanation of the Early Help System
The Early Help System is developed to offer support to children, young people and families when needs first begin to emerge. The Supporting Families: Early Help System Guide (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and communities, 2022) clarify that Early Help should be understood a s a system rather than one individual service. It includes different organisations, professionals and community services working together to recognise needs and offer appropriate support before difficulties escalate. The Guide is intended to help local strategic partnership assess and develop their local Early Help Systems and identifies five key areas which influence how robust an Early Help System can be: Family voice and experience, workforce, communities, leadership and data.
Family voice and experience are especially significant because Early Help should be based around the needs and  circumstances of individual families rather than being primarily focused on the requirements of individual organisations. Families should be able to participate in decision regarding the support they receive and should experience services collaborative rather than fragmented. This fundamental because families may encounter multiple difficulties simultaneously, for example, financial difficulties, poor housing, school attendance problems, parental mental health difficulties or challenges with parenting. An effective Early System should therefore consider the whole family and recognise appropriate support rather than expecting families to implement several separate services themselves.
The workforce is another essential part of the Early Help System . Different professionals may have contact with a child or family, such a teachers, health visitors, GPs, youth workers, social workers, family support workers and voluntary sector organisations. These professionals may identify concerns at different stages and can promote different knowledge and expertise. The Early Help System Guide therefore presents. Early Help as collaborative approach in which agencies need to communicate and understand their respective roles.
Community are also considerable because support does not only come from statutory services. Families may receive help from relatives, friends, schools, community organisations, faith groups, charities and voluntary organisations. Family Hubs  can provide an essential connection between these forms of support and statutory services. As a result a strong Early Help System should make support available in places and through organisations that families already know and trust.
Early Help also has a clear relationship with safeguarding. Early intervention can prevent emerging difficulties from becoming more severe and can consequently minimise the risk of children requiring more intensive statutory intervention. However, Early Help should not replace safeguarding intervention when a child is at risk of serious harm. Local authorities therefore need clear processes that permit professional and families to distinguish between support for emerging needs and situations requiring a safeguarding response.
This relationship has become particularly essential following the introduction of Working Together to Safeguarding Children 2026. The revise guidance  gives greater emphasis on a more integrated approach to family support, involving family help, multi-disciplinary working and stronger coordination between services. The guidance reinforces that safeguarding is a shared responsibility and that agencies should work cooperatively to provide help, support and protection to children.
As a result, local authority websites have an essential role within the Early Help System. They can act as a digital front door Through which families find information, understand their options and make contact with appropriate services. If this information is difficult to locate or uses professional terminology that families do not understand, there is a risk that families may not access  support at the earliest opportunity.
(Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022)
[bookmark: _Toc237555508][bookmark: _Toc237556172]3. Multi-agency and Interdisciplinary Working
Multi-agency describes to different organisations and professionals services working together to meet the needs of children and families. This can involve children’s social care, education, health, police, housing, voluntary organisations and community service. Interdisciplinary working incorporates professionals contributing their different areas of knowledge and competence to develop a more complete understanding of a child’s circumstances.
The importance of the methodology is strongly reflected in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026. The guidance affirms the principle that safeguarding children is a shared responsibility and that effective practice requires agencies to work together rather than operating autonomously. It also gives greater emphasis on joined-up Family Help and multi-disciplinary methods to supporting families.
Multi-agency working is essential because the difficulties experienced by children and families are frequently interconnected. For instance, poor school attendance may be associated with anxiety, family conflict, financial problems, housing difficulties or a child’s additional needs. A teacher may recognise the attendance issue, while a health professional may recognise difficulties within the home. Sharing this information appropriately can offers a more holistic understanding of the family.
The guidance also emphasises the importance of working with children and families instead of simply doing things to them. This is consistent with the Early Help System Guide’s focus on family voice and experience. A successful multi-agency approach should consequently include families in identifying their strengths, needs and priorities and deciding what support would be most appropriate. 
Local authority websites can communicate this method by clearly explaining  how services work together and by providing links between different types of support. Websites that only give separate links to individual departments may unintentionally make services appear disconnected. Contrastingly, a website that presents Family Hubs, Early Help, health, parenting, education, SEND and safeguarding information as interconnected services can give families a clear understanding of the available.
(Department for Education, 2026)
[bookmark: _Toc237556173]4. Evaluation of Norfolk County Council
Norfolk County Council presents Early Help within a wider prevention and family-support approach. Its information explains that Early Help provides support when difficulties first emerge and aims to prevent problems from escalating. Early Help is also connected to Family Hubs and community-based services, showing that it is not presented only as a children’s social care service (Norfolk County Council, 2024).
A strength is the focus on community accessibility. Family Hubs can connect families with support relating to parenting, health, relationships, SEND and other family needs.
 This reflects the Early Help System Guide’s emphasis on communities and local organisations.
However, Norfolk’s information is spread across different pages and uses terms such as Early Help, prevention and Family Hubs. This may make it difficult for some parents to know which service to connect. Families may also search for help based on their problem instead of using the term “Early Help”. The websites council consequently organise information more clearly around the difficulties families experience.
Overall , Norfolk’s demonstrates a strong community and multi-agency approach, but its online pathways could be clearer.
 
[bookmark: _Toc237556174]5. Evaluation of Staffordshire County Council
Staffordshire County Council provides a clear section for Family Hubs and Early Help. Its Early Help webpage uses straightforward and reassuring language, including the message that “everyone needs help sometimes”. It clarifies that Early Help provides support from local services and professionals when families need additional help (Staffordshire County Council, 2026a).
The website provides information about parenting, domestic abuse, childcare, child safety and other family support. Staffordshire Connects also provides a directory of local services, helping families find support when they are unsure which service they need. The Building Resilient Families and Communities programme also demonstrates a family- centred and multi-agency approach.
Another strength is the practical information provided for individual Family Hubs, including locations and contact details. However, information is spread between the council website and Staffordshire Connects. This could make navigation more difficult, so that relationship between Early Help, Family Hubs and Staffordshire Connects could be explained more clearly (Staffordshire County Council, 2026b).
Generally, Staffordshire gives approachable language and strong practical signposting, although its different online platforms could be better connected.

[bookmark: _Toc237556175]6. Evaluation of Nottinghamshire County Council
Nottinghamshire County Council delivers detailed information about Early Help and Family Hubs. It explains that Early Help aims to provide the “right support at the right time” and prevent difficulties from becoming more serious. Families can access support through Family Hub Networks and targeted Early Help services (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2026a).
A major strength is self-referral can contact the Early Help Unit or their local Family Hub directly, instead of always waiting for a professional referral. The website also clearly distinguishes Early Help from safeguarding and directs safeguarding concerns to  the Multi-agency safeguarding Hub (MASH) (Nottinghamshire Conty Council, 2026a).
The Family Hubs are described as a “front door” and “one stop shop” for family support. Different professionals, including Early Years Practitioners and Family Support Workers, can support families, demonstrating multi-agency working (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2026b).
The council also provides the Families Information Service and “Your Notts Directory”, covering childcare, parenting and child development (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2026c). Nevertheless, information is spread across several pages, which may make it difficult for some parents to know where to begin.
In general, Nottinghamshire gives strong practical access to Early Help, particularly through self-referral and Family Hubs, although the amount of information could make the system appear more complicated.





[bookmark: _Toc237556176]7. Comparative Analysis
All three local authorities provides information about Early Help and wider family support, but they communicate this information in various ways. 
Norfolk’s main strength is its community-based approach and its use of Family Hubs to connect families with different services. However, information can be dispersed across different pages, and some vocabulary may be difficult for families who are unfamiliar with children’s services.
Staffordshire is particularly strong in plain language and practical signposting. The welcoming approach to Early Help and the Staffordshire Connects directory provide families with various ways to find support.  Although, having information across different platforms may make navigation more difficult.
Nottinghamshire is most powerful in self-referral and explaining the relationship between Early Help and safeguarding. Its direct contact routes permit families to seek help themselves, while the distinction between the Early Help Unit  and MASH provides clearer guidance about where to go. 
A common weakness across the three websites is that Early Help information can be spread across several pages . Early Help involves many different services, but this complexity should not make it difficult for families to find support.
[bookmark: _Toc237556177]8. Conclusion
Early Help supports children and families before difficulties become more serious. It depends on families, professionals and organisations working together. The three councils all provide Early Help and family support, but Nottinghamshire provides the clearest self-referral routes and safeguarding information. Overall, Nottinghamshire County Council provides the most effective online signposting, although its information could be brought together into one simpler online “front door”.




[bookmark: _Toc237556178]9. Recommendations
Local authorities should:
1. Provide one clear Early webpage.
2. Use plain English and explain professional terms.
3. Make self-referral routes easy to find.
4. Clearly explain the difference between Early Help and safeguarding .
5. Involve families when testing and improving website information.
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