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Introduction

Early Help is an important element of safeguarding practice in England, designed to provide support to children, young people and families at the earliest opportunity when additional needs are identified. The purpose of Early Help is to prevent difficulties from becoming more serious by offering timely support before families reach crisis point. Local authorities play a significant role in making Early Help services accessible because their websites are often the first place families, professionals and community organisations search for information and guidance.

The effectiveness of Early Help relies not only on the availability of services but also on how clearly these services are communicated to families. If information is difficult to find, written in professional language, or does not clearly explain how families can access support, families may be discouraged from seeking help. Therefore, local authority websites have an important responsibility in ensuring that information about Early Help is understandable, inclusive and accessible.

This report examines how three local authorities communicate Early Help and wider family support services through their websites. The chosen local authorities are Leeds City Council, Norfolk County Council and Nottinghamshire County Council. These councils have been selected because they provide a range of online information regarding Early Help, family support and safeguarding services.

The report will consider how effectively each website signposts families towards support, including the clarity of information, accessibility, referral processes and links to wider services. The analysis will be considered alongside the principles outlined within the Early Help System Guide and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023, which highlight the importance of partnership working, early intervention and providing coordinated support to children and families (Department for Education, 2023a; Department for Education, 2023b).


Explanation of the Early Help System

The Early Help system is a preventative approach that aims to identify and respond to children and families’ needs before problems escalate and require statutory intervention. Early Help is based on the understanding that many families experience challenges at different stages of their lives, including difficulties relating to parenting, education, mental health, domestic abuse, financial pressures, housing issues or children’s emotional wellbeing. By providing support at an earlier stage, services can improve outcomes for children and reduce the likelihood of problems becoming more complex.

The Early Help System Guide explains that effective Early Help requires a whole-system approach where different organisations work together to identify needs and provide appropriate support. This includes local authorities, schools, health services, police, voluntary organisations and community groups. The guidance emphasises that Early Help should not be viewed as a single service but as a network of support available across a child’s journey (Department for Education, 2023a).

A key principle of Early Help is that support should be based around the needs of the child and family rather than focusing on individual services. This means families should not have to repeatedly explain their circumstances to different organisations. Instead, professionals should share information appropriately and work together to create a coordinated response. This approach aims to make support easier for families to access and reduces barriers that may prevent them from seeking help.

The Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 guidance reinforces that safeguarding is a shared responsibility between agencies. It highlights that effective safeguarding arrangements require strong leadership, clear communication and collaboration between organisations (Department for Education, 2023b). Early Help therefore forms part of the wider safeguarding system by addressing concerns at an early stage and supporting families to develop resilience.

Local authorities have a central role in organising Early Help services and ensuring families understand what support is available. However, the availability of services alone is not enough. Effective communication through websites, online resources and referral pathways is essential. Families need information that is easy to locate, written in clear language and explains what will happen when they request support.



Explanation of Multi-Agency Working

Multi-agency working refers to different professionals and organisations working together to support children, young people and families. Within Early Help, no single organisation can address every difficulty a family may experience. Therefore, collaboration between agencies is necessary to provide a complete understanding of a child’s circumstances and ensure appropriate support is provided.

Professionals involved in multi-agency working may include social care teams, health visitors, GPs, schools, early years providers, police services, housing services and voluntary sector organisations. Each agency contributes different knowledge and expertise, allowing support plans to consider the wider factors affecting a child’s wellbeing.

According to Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023, effective multi-agency safeguarding requires organisations to communicate effectively, share relevant information and coordinate their actions to achieve better outcomes for children (Department for Education, 2023b). This is particularly important in Early Help because families often experience multiple challenges that cannot be addressed by one service alone.

For example, a child experiencing difficulties at school may also be affected by issues such as parental stress, financial hardship or emotional wellbeing concerns. Through multi-agency working, professionals can identify these connected issues and provide support that addresses the wider family situation rather than focusing only on one concern.

However, successful multi-agency working depends on clear systems and accessible information. Local authority websites contribute to this process by explaining how families can access support and by providing guidance for professionals making referrals. If online information is unclear, families may struggle to identify the correct service or may delay seeking help.

Overall, Early Help and multi-agency working are closely connected. Early Help provides the framework for early intervention, while multi-agency working ensures that support is coordinated and reflects the needs of the whole family. Local authority websites therefore have an important role in connecting families with these services and ensuring that support is visible and accessible.


Evaluation of Leeds City Council’s Early Help Information

Leeds City Council provides a clear and structured approach to communicating Early Help information through its website. The council presents Early Help as a service that aims to provide support at the earliest stage of difficulty, with the intention of preventing problems from becoming more serious. This approach reflects the principles outlined within the Early Help System Guide, which identifies early intervention as a key factor in improving outcomes for children and families (Department for Education, 2023a). Leeds describes Early Help as “everyone’s business”, emphasising that support is not limited to social care services but involves a wider network of professionals and community organisations.  

One of the main strengths of the Leeds website is the way information is organised around the needs of families rather than around professional services. The website explains what Early Help means, who can provide support and how families can access help. This reduces the risk that parents may feel they need to understand safeguarding terminology before seeking assistance. The use of straightforward language makes the information more accessible for families who may already be experiencing stress or uncertainty.

Leeds also uses a graduated approach to explain levels of support available. The website outlines that some families may only require universal services, such as schools, health services or community support, while others may need more targeted assistance through Early Help teams or Family Hubs. This structure is valuable because it helps families understand that asking for support does not automatically mean involvement from statutory social care services. Instead, it presents Early Help as a preventative and supportive service.  

A further strength is the connection between Early Help information and wider family support services. Leeds provides information about Family Hubs, children’s centres, parenting support, financial advice, health services and support for children with additional needs. This reflects the multi-agency approach promoted in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023, where effective safeguarding depends on organisations working collaboratively to meet the needs of children and families.  

The Leeds website is particularly effective in demonstrating partnership working. The Family Hubs model brings together professionals from different areas, including early help practitioners, social workers, mental health workers, domestic abuse specialists, SEND coordinators and police representatives. This provides families with a more joined-up approach rather than requiring them to contact multiple services separately.   This reflects the expectation within Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 that safeguarding partners should create arrangements that allow agencies to coordinate effectively around children and families (Department for Education, 2023b).

Another positive aspect is that Leeds provides clear routes for families and professionals to access support. Rather than relying only on online referral forms, Leeds encourages conversations with families to identify their needs and determine the most appropriate support pathway. This can be seen as beneficial because Early Help is based on building relationships and understanding family circumstances rather than simply processing referrals.  

However, despite many strengths, there are some areas where the Leeds website could be improved. Although information is generally clear, the amount of available support information can sometimes feel overwhelming. Families experiencing immediate difficulties may find it challenging to decide which service is most suitable because there are multiple links covering different areas of support. A simpler “I need help with…” style pathway could potentially make navigation easier for parents who are unsure what type of support they require.

Another possible weakness is that some information is primarily designed for professionals rather than families. Although this is useful for practitioners, families may find certain sections less accessible because they include terminology linked to professional practice. A stronger separation between information for families and information for professionals could improve accessibility further.

The council has recognised the importance of improving digital access to Early Help information. Leeds has developed its Early Help and Family Information pages to create a more organised online space after identifying that families and professionals previously found information difficult to locate across different platforms. The updated approach aims to improve navigation and provide clearer pathways to support.  

Overall, Leeds City Council provides a strong example of how Early Help can be communicated effectively online. The website successfully highlights that Early Help is preventative, voluntary and based on partnership working. Its main strengths are the clear explanation of services, links to wider family support and emphasis on multi-agency approaches. However, further simplification of pathways could make the website even more accessible for families who are unfamiliar with support systems.



Evaluation of Norfolk County Council’s Early Help Information

Norfolk County Council provides families with information about Early Help through its Children’s Services and Family Support sections. The council presents Early Help as a way of supporting children, young people and families when additional support is needed but before problems become more serious. This reflects the preventative approach outlined within the Early Help System Guide, which identifies the importance of providing support as soon as needs are recognised rather than waiting until difficulties reach a crisis point (Department for Education, 2023a).

A key strength of the Norfolk website is that it clearly explains the purpose of Early Help and provides reassurance that families can access support without automatically becoming involved with statutory social care. This is important because some families may avoid asking for help due to concerns that contacting services could lead to judgement or unnecessary intervention. By presenting Early Help as supportive rather than punitive, Norfolk’s approach encourages earlier engagement from families.

The website provides information about different types of support available, including help with parenting, emotional wellbeing, relationships, school difficulties and wider family challenges. This demonstrates an understanding that children’s needs are often connected to wider family circumstances. The approach is consistent with Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023, which emphasises that professionals should consider the child within the context of their family, community and wider environment (Department for Education, 2023b).

Another positive feature of Norfolk’s website is the inclusion of Family Hubs information. Family Hubs aim to provide a central point where families can access a range of services, including early years support, health advice, parenting programmes and support for children with additional needs. This approach supports the idea that families should not have to navigate multiple separate services independently. Instead, different professionals and organisations should work together to provide coordinated support.

The website also provides clear information about how families can request Early Help support. This is important because accessibility is a major factor in whether families successfully engage with services. If a parent understands what steps they need to take and who they need to contact, they are more likely to seek help at an earlier stage.

However, one limitation of Norfolk County Council’s website is that the information is spread across several different sections. Although there is a large amount of information available, families may need to follow several links before finding the specific support they require. This could create difficulties for parents who are already experiencing stress, have limited digital skills or are unsure about which service they need.

Another potential weakness is that some information appears to be aimed more towards professionals than families. Terms connected with safeguarding processes and service pathways may be familiar to practitioners but less clear to parents. The Early Help System Guide highlights the importance of making Early Help accessible and understandable for families, therefore using more family-focused language throughout the website could improve engagement (Department for Education, 2023a).

Overall, Norfolk County Council provides comprehensive information about Early Help and demonstrates a strong commitment to partnership working. The website successfully communicates the range of support available, but improvements could be made by creating a simpler family journey, reducing professional terminology and making the most important information easier to locate.



Evaluation of Nottinghamshire County Council Website: Early Help and Family Support Services

Nottinghamshire County Council provides detailed information about Early Help through its Children and Families Services webpages. The council explains that Early Help aims to support children, young people and families who may be experiencing difficulties and need additional assistance. The website presents Early Help as a preventative service that focuses on improving outcomes for children and reducing the need for more intensive intervention.

One of the main strengths of Nottinghamshire’s approach is the clear explanation of the Early Help process. The website provides information about what Early Help is, who may benefit from support and how families can access services. This is important because families are more likely to engage with support when they understand what will happen and what they can expect from professionals.

Nottinghamshire also demonstrates a strong commitment to partnership working. The council highlights the involvement of different agencies, including education, health services, community organisations and social care. This reflects the expectations of Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023, which states that effective safeguarding depends on strong collaboration between agencies and shared responsibility for children’s welfare (Department for Education, 2023b).

A particularly positive aspect of Nottinghamshire’s website is the recognition that families require different levels of support depending on their circumstances. The website explains that some families may benefit from universal services, while others may require more targeted Early Help intervention. This graduated approach prevents families from feeling that seeking support automatically means they are being referred to social care.

The website also provides links to wider family services, including parenting support, emotional wellbeing resources, domestic abuse support and help relating to children’s additional needs. This demonstrates a holistic understanding of family difficulties and supports the principle that Early Help should address the underlying factors affecting children’s wellbeing.

However, one weakness of the Nottinghamshire website is that the volume of information available may make navigation challenging. While having a wide range of resources is beneficial, families may struggle to identify the most relevant pathway quickly. A more visual approach, such as clearer “start here” guidance or separate pathways based on common family concerns, could improve accessibility.

Another area for improvement is the visibility of Early Help information. Although the information is available, families unfamiliar with council websites may not immediately know where to search. The effectiveness of Early Help depends not only on providing services but ensuring families can easily discover them. Improved search functions and stronger links from the council homepage could increase accessibility.

Overall, Nottinghamshire County Council provides a strong level of information about Early Help and family support services. The website demonstrates an understanding of prevention, partnership working and family-centred practice. However, simplifying navigation and making information more immediately visible would strengthen the way Early Help is communicated.



Summary of Website Evaluations

The three local authorities demonstrate a shared commitment to Early Help principles, particularly the importance of prevention, partnership working and supporting families before difficulties escalate. Leeds provides particularly strong family-focused information and integrates Early Help with Family Hubs effectively. Norfolk provides comprehensive information and clear explanations but could improve navigation. Nottinghamshire offers detailed guidance and strong partnership information but could make access routes simpler for families.



Comparative Analysis of Local Authority Websites

The comparison of Leeds City Council, Norfolk County Council and Nottinghamshire County Council demonstrates that all three local authorities recognise the importance of Early Help as part of their safeguarding responsibilities. Each website provides information about support services available to children and families and reflects the principles outlined in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023, particularly the importance of partnership working, early intervention and coordinated support (Department for Education, 2023b).

A key similarity between the three websites is that they all present Early Help as a preventative service rather than a response only when serious safeguarding concerns occur. This is important because the purpose of Early Help is to identify difficulties at an earlier stage and provide support before problems become more complex. All three councils communicate that families can access support for a wide range of issues, including parenting difficulties, emotional wellbeing, education concerns and challenges affecting family life.

However, there are differences in how effectively each council communicates this information. Leeds City Council appears to provide the most accessible and family-friendly approach. The website presents Early Help alongside Family Hubs and wider support services, creating a more joined-up pathway for families. The information is generally written in a way that avoids unnecessary professional language and focuses on what support families can receive. This approach reflects the Early Help System Guide, which states that effective Early Help should be built around the needs of children and families rather than organisational structures (Department for Education, 2023a).

Norfolk County Council also provides a strong level of information, particularly in relation to explaining Early Help processes and available services. Its website demonstrates a clear commitment to supporting families through partnership working. However, compared with Leeds, the information can feel more divided across different pages, meaning families may need to spend more time searching for the correct support. Although having a large amount of information is valuable, accessibility depends on whether families can easily identify the information most relevant to their circumstances.

Nottinghamshire County Council provides detailed information and demonstrates strong awareness of multi-agency safeguarding. The website effectively explains the role of Early Help and highlights the involvement of different professionals. However, similar to Norfolk, the amount of available information may create difficulties for families who need quick and simple guidance. A parent experiencing immediate challenges may benefit from clearer step-by-step guidance explaining where to begin.

Another important difference is the way each website balances information for professionals and families. Local authority websites need to support both groups because professionals require referral guidance while families need clear explanations of available support. Leeds appears to achieve this balance most effectively by providing information that is accessible to families while still recognising professional responsibilities. Norfolk and Nottinghamshire provide strong professional information but could improve by making family-facing content more prominent.

Accessibility is a significant factor in the effectiveness of Early Help communication. Families may approach services during periods of stress, uncertainty or crisis. Therefore, websites need to be designed with the assumption that users may have limited time, confidence or digital skills. Clear headings, simple language, translation options, accessible contact information and straightforward referral pathways are essential features of effective online support.

Overall, while all three councils provide valuable information, Leeds City Council appears to offer the strongest online communication of Early Help services. Its integration of Early Help with Family Hubs, emphasis on partnership working and focus on family-friendly information make it the most accessible of the three websites examined.



Conclusion

This report has examined how Leeds City Council, Norfolk County Council and Nottinghamshire County Council communicate Early Help and family support services through their websites. Early Help is a fundamental part of safeguarding practice because it aims to provide support at the earliest opportunity and prevent difficulties from escalating. The success of Early Help depends not only on the availability of services but also on whether families can easily understand and access the support available.

The analysis demonstrates that all three local authorities provide information that reflects the principles of the Early Help System Guide and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023. Each council recognises the importance of prevention, family-centred support and multi-agency working. The websites provide information about a variety of services and demonstrate that safeguarding children is a shared responsibility across agencies.

However, the effectiveness of online communication varies between councils. Leeds City Council provides the strongest example of accessible Early Help information because it presents support in a clear and family-focused way. The connection between Early Help, Family Hubs and wider support services creates a more straightforward pathway for families. Norfolk and Nottinghamshire also provide comprehensive information but could improve accessibility by reducing the complexity of navigation and creating clearer starting points for families.

Local authority websites are increasingly important because many families now search online before contacting services directly. Therefore, councils must ensure their websites are not only informative but also welcoming, easy to understand and designed around the experiences of families.



Recommendations for Improvement

Based on the comparison of the three websites, several recommendations can be made to improve the communication of Early Help services:

1. Create simpler family pathways

Local authorities should develop clear “I need help with…” sections that allow families to quickly identify relevant support. For example, pathways could be created for concerns such as parenting support, children’s emotional wellbeing, financial difficulties or school-related issues.

2. Reduce professional language

Although professional information is necessary, websites should ensure that family-facing pages avoid complex safeguarding terminology. Information should be written in plain English so that all families, regardless of background or previous experience with services, can understand it.

3. Improve visibility of Early Help services

Early Help information should be easy to find from the council homepage. Families should not have to search through multiple sections before discovering available support. Prominent links and clear headings would improve accessibility.

4. Continue developing multi-agency online information

Councils should continue strengthening links between Early Help, Family Hubs, health services, education providers and voluntary organisations. This would reflect the partnership approach required by Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023.

5. Include feedback from families

Local authorities should involve parents, carers and young people when developing websites. Feedback from service users can identify barriers and ensure online information reflects the real experiences of families.
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