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1. Introduction
Early Help is extensively known as an essential preventative tool in United Kingdom safeguarding landscape. Through offering timely, precise assistance to children and young people, and their families, prior to problems becoming a crisis, Early Help is an economical and reasonable response to safeguarding at-risk groups (Department for Education [DfE], 2023). Local authorities have a leading role in referring families to the Early Help services and they are also a main entry point at which families can access information and support through their websites.
This report will review and discuss communication of the Early Help system to the family through the websites of three local authorities namely: Leeds City Council, Norfolk County Council and Nottinghamshire County Council websites. This report is a comparative evaluation of the accessibility, clarity, and comprehensiveness of information presented on each of the websites through a structured comparative analysis. At the end of the report a recommendation is provided on the most effective web site with suggestions being made on how to improve the three authorities. It will be based on the main statutory instructions, such as the Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (DfE, 2023) and the Early Help System Guide (DfE, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc223281223]2. The Early Help System
Early Help can be described as provision of assistance to children, youths, and families immediately an issue is raised, at any point in the life of a child (DfE, 2021). As the Early Help System Guide (DfE, 2021) stresses, the successful implementation of the Early Help program is a whole-family approach and should cover the needs of parents and carers as well as children and understand that domestic abuse, mental health, and substance misuse in a family unit can influence the welfare and development of a child significantly.
The legislative framework of Early Help is expressed in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (DfE, 2023) which imposes a direct responsibility on the local authorities and their safeguarding partners to make sure that Early Help is accessible and available to every family that can benefit. It is explicitly mentioned that the local authorities are supposed to commission and fund the variety of Early Help services, and that children and family professionals must be equipped with the necessary training to detect the need and refer to or refer to Early Help support (DfE, 2023).
Early Help works in the continuum of need, which can commonly be theorised in tiers of need models like the Continuum of Need or local thresholds models. The services at the lower levels include universities, health visitors and general practitioners (GPs), offering preventative care. With the growth of needs, multi-agency interventions, which are more specific, are presented (Easton et al., 2012). The Early Help System Guide (DfE, 2021) highlights the need to have effective assessment tools, especially the implementation of the Early Help Assessment (EHA) to help determine the needs of the family as a whole and to organise responses in response to them. With this, support is appropriate, timely, and person-centred-values that have become key in the contemporary health and social care practice.
It has been proven that Early Help is most effective when being accessible and communicated to the families (Action for Children, 2020). Families that do not know what kind of support they can receive become less prone to actively seeking assistance, which can lead to the development of the needs to the stage where statutory intervention is required (Featherstone et al., 2018). It is urgent that local authorities should communicate Early Help in an effective and clear manner, especially via electronic means including the official sites of the authorities.
[bookmark: _Toc223281224]3. Multi-Agency Working
Multi-agency and inter-disciplinary working is also a foundation of the Early Help system. The legal and professional requirements of Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (DfE, 2023) emphasise the role of the agencies involved or the local authorities, health services, schools, police, and voluntary sector organisations in collaborating to protect and advance the welfare of children. Working in multi-agencies also makes sure that no individual agency oversees identifying or meeting their intricate family needs, and that the capabilities and knowledge of various professional fields are integrated to achieve improved results.
This is supported by the Early Help System Guide, which outlines the importance of Lead Professionals and Team Around the Family (TAF) meetings at the time of coordinating multi-agency responses (DfE, 2021). A Lead Professional, usually a key worker familiar with the family, is charged with the responsibility of pulling agencies together, eliminating duplication and making sure that the voice of the family through the support plan is central to the support plan. This practice is closely related to the principles of person-centred care expressed in the health and social care policy (NHS England, 2019).
Successful multi-agency working must have clear lines of communication, protocols of information sharing, and professional respect between agencies (Atkinson et al., 2007). A study of multi-agency working by Warmington et al. (2004) notes that some of the obstacles to multi-agency working are professional territorialism, varying organisational cultures and insufficient training. Under the Children Act 2004, which has since been revised to include the Children and Social Work Act 2017, local safeguarding partnerships have a statutory responsibility of removing these barriers and enabling joint working of agencies. The very successful sign posting of Early Help through local authority websites is a multi-agency communication in itself since the pages often mention and link to a multitude of partner agencies and services.
[bookmark: _Toc223281225]4. Assessment of Local Authority Web sites
[bookmark: _Toc223281226]4.1 Leeds City Council
The webpage of Leeds City Council (https://www.leeds.gov.uk) is also a well-organised and easy to navigate source offering help to families in need. The site has a specific Children and Families section that carries direct links to Early Help services on a distinctly titled page of the site called Early Help and Prevention. The language employed by Leeds City Council is not overly technical and it is therefore understandable by a layperson, and this is relevant to the families considered by the author as part of the target audience since they might not have extensive knowledge about the safeguarding system at hand.
One of the advantages of the Leeds site, which can be identified, is the application of the online self-referral portal, which allows families to send themselves or be referred to Early Help services using the application itself. This makes access barriers less restrictive and facilitates a proactive attitude towards seeking support (Munro, 2011). The site also has details on the Leeds Continuum of Need and it has a downloadable threshold document that assists both the professionals and family to know at which point on the continuum of need Early Help is relevant.
Nevertheless, one weakness is clear in the fact that the site does not always lead to voluntary sector or community-based organisations that could offer informal Early Help support. Moreover, the information is present, but one must go through a few steps of navigation in order to find certain services, which can be complicated in case of families under stress who need help urgently.
[bookmark: _Toc223281227]4.2 Norfolk County Council
The information on Early Help is represented on the site of Norfolk County Council (https://www.norfolk.gov.uk) in the form of the hub of the site entitled Children, young people and families. The site has a specific Early Help section and most importantly, it gives a clear connection to the Norfolk Early Help Strategy. This shows strategic openness and assists the families and professionals to know the general strategy that the local authority has towards Early Help (Norfolk County Council, 2023).
Another major strength of the Norfolk site is the fact that there is a Request for Support form that can be found on the Early Help page and thus allows families to self-refer rather easily. The site also contains useful information regarding what one should expect in an Early Help assessment which could ease anxiety in those families accessing the services in the first instance. The web site of Norfolk also connects to a wide variety of partner agency resources including health, education and third sector organisations indicating a truly multi-agency style of communicating services.
Nevertheless, the Early Help pages of the Norfolk site can become heavy on text in some areas, and this can make it difficult to access the information by parents who have low literacy status or parents who speak English as a second language. Use of visual aids, icons and video material to support written materials is limited. Also, although the information is comprehensive, there is no discernible signpost of the first point of contact, and one may be left with the family not knowing the first most valuable step to be taken.
[bookmark: _Toc223281228]4.3 Nottinghamshire County Council
The websites of the county councils of Nottinghamshire County Council (https://www.nottinghamshire.gov.uk) offer information related to Early Help in the section called Children and Families. The site also has details regarding Family connect service that acts as an Early Help front door in Nottinghamshire, a single point of contact by families and professionals seeking assistance. This is an evident strength of the Nottinghamshire webpage, as it offers families with a clear first point of contact, which overcomes the confusion that may occur when attempting to navigate the complicated service environments (Brandon et al., 2020).
The Nottinghamshire site provides details of Early Help Assessment and the Team Around the Family process that assists families to realise the process involved in seeking assistance. The professional area is also structured and contains threshold guidance and referral pathways, which proves that the site is effective in serving both lay and practitioners.
Nevertheless, the Early Help information on the Nottinghamshire site is not as visually friendly as Leeds, and the search facility of the site does not always highlight the Early Help information when one enters the search terms in the relevant query. Moreover, the site does not utilise multilingual materials or accessibility aids as in case of Norfolk, so that may not favour the families of different language background is considered this may be of great interest as Nottinghamshire County has a culturally diverse population with Nottingham city being one of them.
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A comparison of the three websites has shown that they share certain strengths and have distinct differences in the way Early Help information is conveyed to the families.
The most crucial criterion in these websites assessment may be their accessibility and clarity, since Early Help should be accessible to families which may feel stressed, face a crisis, or be confused. Leeds City Council is doing best in the area with the best navigation, plain language, and online self-referral tool with minimised bureaucracy. Another strength of Nottinghamshire is a good working model of Family connect, which offers a single point of contact; the site design and searchability is also a visual weakness compared to Leeds. The site of Norfolk is comprehensive and is informed strategically though it could repel less self-confident users with its text-based approach.
The agenda of multi-agency integration is brought out on each of the three websites in different proportions. Norfolk proves the most blatant observance of multi-agency working with the broadest connections to other partner organisations, which conforms well with the ideas of Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (DfE, 2023). Leeds and Nottinghamshire both mention partner agencies but not in as much detail as Norfolk.
All the three websites offer self-referral and professional pathways, which is a considerable positive. But Leeds and Norfolk make these avenues rather more visible and reachable than Nottinghamshire.
Similarities and inclusion are one of the weaknesses of the three websites. The three councils do not systematically deliver information on Early Help in other languages, in alternative formats like the British Sign Language (BSL) videos or Easy Read formats, thus limiting their access by some of the families who can be most in need of services (Munro, 2011). This is a critical loophole considering the various people under the jurisdiction of all three authorities.
[bookmark: _Toc223281230]6. Conclusion and Recommendations
To sum up, even though all three of the local authority websites show a desire to convey the information about Early Help, Leeds City Council proves to be most efficient and user-friendly among the three websites under analysis. It’s easy navigation, plain language contents, self-referral service on the online and use of threshold guidance make it the easiest and most useful resource to families. The clarity of first point of contact in the model of Family Connect in Nottinghamshire is a good feature, and the strategic transparency and multi-agency connectivity in Norfolk is a positive one.
The recommendations are as follows on how to improve in all three local authorities:
Multilingual and accessible information: The three councils need to invest in translating the Early Help materials in the most spoken languages in their communities, and should consider the addition of Easy Read, BSL video, and audio material as a means of expanding access.
Visual layout and user experience: Norfolk and Nottinghamshire should reconsider the visual layout of the Early Help pages and include infographics and video content, as well as improving their navigational signposts to allow the information to be easily digestible to all the users.
Voluntary and community sector signposting: Each of the three websites would be improved by being more extensively linked to voluntary, community, and third-sector Early Help services, and indicates the complete range of support available and bolsters a genuinely multi-agency approach (DfE, 2021).
Search engine optimisation (SEO): Local authorities must make sure that the information provided by Early Help appears high in the internal site search results and external search engines, so that families cannot spend much time finding support.
Review of feedback mechanisms by families: Each of the three websites must have a transparent mechanism of the family to give feedback of their experience on accessing Early Help so that the service communication can be improved continuously.
With such suggestions, local authorities will be better placed to address this statutory requirement of ensuring that Early Help is made available to every family, which will eventually result in improved outcomes among children and young people (DfE, 2023).
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