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An Examination and Analysis of How the Early Help System Is Signposted to UK Families Through Local Authority Websites: Leicestershire, Norfolk and Staffordshire County Councils


Introduction
Early Help is intended to identify and respond to difficulties before they develop into serious safeguarding concerns. It can include parenting support, assistance with housing or finances, mental-health advice, help with school attendance and coordinated work where several agencies are involved. The principle is preventative: support should be available when problems first emerge rather than only after a child has experienced significant harm. Working Together to Safeguard Children describes safeguarding as a shared responsibility and requires local agencies to organise help, support and protection around the needs of children and families (Department for Education, 2026).
Local authority websites are important because they may be the first place a parent, carer or young person looks for assistance. Clear information can reduce uncertainty, explain eligibility and direct families towards self-referral, community services or urgent safeguarding routes. Nevertheless, accessible signposting does not automatically mean that sufficient support is available. Early Help is frequently delivered within limited resources, through targeted and time-bounded interventions. Families experiencing chronic poverty, domestic abuse, insecure housing, disability, parental mental ill-health or intergenerational difficulties may require consistent support for longer than an Early Help service can provide.
This report compares the websites of Leicestershire County Council, Norfolk County Council and Staffordshire County Council. It evaluates clarity, accessibility, referral routes, breadth of support and the extent to which each website communicates a family-centred offer. It argues that Early Help can prevent problems escalating and can reduce damage to children’s wellbeing; however, its quality may be restricted where support is short-term, fragmented or dependent on thresholds and local capacity.
Early Help: value and limitations
The main strength of Early Help is that it aims to prevent escalation. Timely assistance can address difficulties while family relationships and protective factors remain relatively strong. A family may, for example, benefit from parenting guidance, financial advice and school support before stress develops into neglect, family breakdown or statutory intervention. Ofsted’s review of multi-agency responses found that rapid access to low-level preventative support can make a substantial difference to children and families, particularly when services understand local communities and tailor provision to need (Ofsted, 2023).
However, Early Help occupies an uncertain position between universal services and statutory children’s social care. Ofsted (2023) found considerable variation in how local areas understood and delivered it, partly because there was no single statutory framework governing Early Help practice. This creates potential differences in thresholds, assessments, service duration and professional responsibility. The same family might therefore receive different support depending on where they live.
Resource pressure is another significant limitation. The National Audit Office (2019) reported that local authorities increasingly prioritised statutory child-protection activity while the proportion of spending directed towards preventative services reduced. Although the figures are historical, they demonstrate a continuing structural tension: councils must fund immediate statutory duties, even when investment in prevention could reduce future demand. More recent inspection evidence also identifies pressures across universal and targeted services, rising family need and difficulties prioritising Early Help (Ofsted, 2023).
Early Help is often designed to build resilience and enable families to manage independently. This is positive when difficulties are temporary, but the approach can individualise problems that are structural. Parenting programmes cannot remove poverty, improve an unaffordable housing market or guarantee timely mental-health treatment. Closing support after goals are partly achieved may create an appearance of successful intervention while underlying risks remain. Re-referral does not necessarily indicate family failure; it may show that the original intervention was too brief or insufficiently connected to long-term provision. A strong website should therefore make support easy to access while avoiding the implication that a short intervention can resolve every form of disadvantage.
Leicestershire County Council
Leicestershire’s main page uses the term “Family Help” and explains that this is the new name for the Children and Family Wellbeing Service. It states that Family Help provides targeted Early Help and, where necessary, Child in Need services for difficulties that cannot be managed by universal services such as schools or GPs alone (Leicestershire County Council, 2026a). This is a significant strength because it locates Early Help within a continuum rather than presenting it as an isolated programme. Families can understand that needs may move between targeted and statutory levels.
The language is concise and the page links to specific areas such as parenting support and SEND. The parenting page describes group work, one-to-one support and work with the whole family, while the SEND page extends support to young people up to the age of 25 (Leicestershire County Council, 2026b; 2026c). Separate contact information is also provided for family information, safeguarding concerns and SEND advice. This distinguishes urgent child-protection reporting from requests for lower-level assistance and can reduce the risk of families choosing an inappropriate route.
Nevertheless, Leicestershire’s information is spread across several pages and professional pathways. The presence of separate public request routes and a Multi-Agency Referral Form may be logical administratively, but it can feel complex to a parent who does not know whether their concern meets an Early Help or social-care threshold. The phrase “targeted early help” may also imply eligibility testing without immediately explaining the criteria, waiting period or likely duration of support. The website explains what the service broadly offers, but provides limited public detail about how long intervention may last, what happens if needs remain after closure, or how families can challenge a decision.
Overall, Leicestershire communicates the organisational structure of support well. Its integration of targeted Early Help and Child in Need services may help continuity and reduce abrupt transitions. However, the service-centred terminology is less immediately welcoming than a needs-based question such as “What help does my family need?” The website is informative, but families with low literacy, limited English or high levels of distress may still require telephone or face-to-face help to navigate it.
Norfolk County Council
Norfolk presents one of the clearest family-facing explanations. Its Early Help page states that support is available to families with children up to 18, or 25 where a young person has SEND. Importantly, it recognises that adult concerns such as finances or mental health can affect children (Norfolk County Council, 2026a). This reflects whole-family practice and avoids narrowly defining the child as the sole location of the problem.
The page separates general community support from more dedicated Early Help. Families are directed to Best Start Family Hubs and are also given a visible route to request Early Help. The hubs page explains that support is available online, in community locations and through physical hubs, including without relying entirely on a formal referral (Norfolk County Council, 2026b). Information is organised around recognisable needs: money, work, childcare, housing, health, wellbeing and activities. This is more accessible than organising the website mainly around professional service names.
Norfolk also demonstrates participation by linking to a parent and carer panel that contributes to service development. This suggests that families are not only recipients but can influence the local offer. The inclusion of online, community and face-to-face routes improves accessibility for families who may experience digital exclusion or feel uncomfortable completing a lengthy referral form.
A limitation is that the broad Family Hub offer may blur the difference between universal advice and targeted intervention. A parent can see where to ask for help, but may remain uncertain about assessment, thresholds, allocation times and the level of direct work available. The welcoming presentation may create expectations that cannot always be met when specialist services have waiting lists. Furthermore, community signposting is only effective if the linked provision has sufficient capacity and geographical coverage, particularly in a large rural county where travel can be a barrier.
Despite these concerns, Norfolk communicates Early Help in the most approachable manner. It begins with family circumstances rather than organisational processes, recognises adult pressures and provides several modes of contact. Its website therefore lowers the psychological and practical threshold for asking for support, although transparent information about service duration and waiting times would strengthen it further.
Staffordshire County Council
Staffordshire describes Early Help in plain language: everyone needs help sometimes, and local services and professionals can offer information, advice, guidance and support before needs worsen (Staffordshire County Council, 2026a). This normalising tone may reduce stigma by presenting help-seeking as ordinary rather than as evidence of parental failure. The site links Early Help to Family Hubs, local support and professional teams.
The Family Support Services section identifies hubs as welcoming spaces where families can speak to trained staff and access free activities and practical assistance. Additional pages describe parenting programmes, group work, one-to-one support, school support and help with areas such as health, money and SEND (Staffordshire County Council, 2026b). There is also a referral route for emerging needs and a separate safeguarding contact where a child may be at risk. This supports appropriate escalation and demonstrates that Early Help is not a substitute for child protection.
However, Staffordshire’s offer is comparatively fragmented. Relevant information is distributed between the County Council website, Family Hubs pages, Families First material and the Staffordshire Connects directory. Families may need to follow several links before identifying the correct service. This can be particularly difficult on a mobile phone or for users experiencing stress, language barriers or cognitive difficulties. A directory provides breadth but may transfer the work of coordination back to the family. Signposting is not the same as active support: giving a parent a list of organisations does not guarantee access, follow-up or communication between agencies.
Staffordshire is strong in describing practical activities and local provision, but less effective in presenting one clear journey from first concern to assessment, allocated worker, review and closure. The website would be improved by a single visual pathway explaining what happens after contact, expected response times and what families should do if support is unavailable or insufficient.
Comparative analysis and recommendations
All three councils present Early Help positively and provide routes to wider family support. Leicestershire is strongest in explaining the relationship between targeted Early Help and Child in Need services. Norfolk is strongest in family-friendly organisation and multiple access routes. Staffordshire offers broad local information and welcoming hubs but requires users to navigate a more fragmented system.
The comparison shows that good digital signposting has three dimensions. First, information must be understandable, using everyday descriptions of need rather than professional terminology. Second, access must be actionable: families need a clear contact or referral route rather than general encouragement to seek help. Third, websites should explain the service journey, including assessment, consent, information sharing, timescales, review and closure. None of the three fully explains the likely duration of intervention or what happens when difficulties are long-term.
This omission matters because a website can make a service appear more comprehensive than its capacity allows. Early Help should not become a brief intervention followed by withdrawal once immediate risk reduces. Where needs are chronic, councils should provide planned step-down arrangements, named community support and a simple route back without requiring families to repeat their history. Services should publish realistic response times, eligibility guidance and outcome information. They should also offer translated content, easy-read versions and alternatives to digital forms.
Multi-agency coordination is essential. A family facing debt, poor housing, school absence and parental depression should not be sent independently to several disconnected services. A lead practitioner and shared plan can reduce duplication and ensure that practical and emotional needs are considered together. Evaluation should examine sustained outcomes after closure, not only the number of completed interventions. This would help distinguish genuine prevention from temporary case reduction.
Conclusion
Norfolk County Council appears to provide the most effective and accessible online information. Its website uses clear, needs-based categories, recognises that adult difficulties affect children and offers online, community and face-to-face access through Best Start Family Hubs. Leicestershire is a close second because it explains the continuum between targeted Early Help and Child in Need support particularly well. Staffordshire provides valuable services but its information is more dispersed.
Early Help remains an important preventative approach. When support is provided early, it can strengthen relationships, reduce stress and prevent concerns developing into serious harm. Yet its effectiveness is limited if intervention is short-term, thresholds are unclear or linked services lack capacity. Accessible websites can encourage earlier requests for assistance, but digital signposting cannot compensate for under-resourced or fragmented provision. The strongest Early Help system is therefore not simply the website that lists the most services; it is one that offers a clear route into coordinated, sufficiently sustained and responsive support.
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