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An Examination and Analysis of How the ‘Early Help’ System is Signposted to UK Families by Local Authority Websites
Introduction
Early Help is a key part of safeguarding and family support services in England. It focuses on identifying and responding to the needs of children, young people and families as early as possible to prevent difficulties from escalating and requiring statutory intervention (Department for Education, 2024). Early Help aims to improve outcomes by addressing issues such as poor school attendance, mental health concerns, family conflict, neglect and financial hardship before they become more serious (Department for Education, 2023a). Effective early intervention can help families build resilience and access appropriate support when needed.
Local authorities have a responsibility to ensure families can easily access information about available services. In an increasingly digital society, local authority websites are often the first source of information for parents and carers seeking advice and support. Therefore, the accessibility, clarity and organisation of online information can influence engagement with services (Department for Education, 2023a).
This report examines how Leeds City Council, Norfolk County Council and Nottinghamshire County Council communicate information about Early Help and family support services through their websites. It evaluates their effectiveness, compares strengths and weaknesses, and provides recommendations for improvement.

Explanation of the Early Help System 
The Early Help system is a key element of safeguarding and family support services in England. It aims to identify and address the needs of children, young people and families at the earliest opportunity, preventing problems from escalating and reducing the need for statutory intervention. Early Help focuses on providing timely support that improves outcomes for children while promoting family resilience and wellbeing (Department for Education, 2024).
Early Help is delivered through a multi-agency approach involving education, health services, social care, voluntary organisations and community groups. This collaborative model enables professionals to share information, assess needs and coordinate support tailored to individual family circumstances. Support may include assistance with parenting, emotional wellbeing, school attendance, housing difficulties, financial pressures and domestic abuse. The approach reflects the principles outlined in Working Together to Safeguard Children, which emphasises that safeguarding is a shared responsibility requiring effective partnership working between agencies (Department for Education, 2023).
Research highlights the benefits of early intervention for both families and public services. Allen (2011) argues that investing in preventative support can reduce long-term social and economic costs by addressing issues before they become entrenched. Similarly, Eckenrode et al. (2017) found that early intervention programmes contribute positively to child development, educational attainment and family wellbeing. These findings demonstrate the value of providing support before families reach crisis point.
Family Hubs have strengthened the delivery of Early Help by offering a central location where families can access information, advice and services. They promote integrated working and improve access to support for children and parents (Department for Education, 2022). As many families now seek information online, local authority websites have become an important gateway to Early Help services. Clear and accessible online information can encourage families to seek support early, whereas poor website design may create barriers to engagement. Therefore, the effectiveness of local authority websites plays an important role in ensuring families can access Early Help when needed. 

Explanation of Multi-Agency Working 
Multi-agency working is a collaborative approach in which professionals from different organisations work together to support children, young people and families. It is a fundamental principle of both safeguarding and Early Help services in England. According to Working Together to Safeguard Children, effective collaboration between local authorities, health services, schools, police and voluntary organisations is essential for identifying needs early and improving outcomes for children (Department for Education, 2023).
The importance of multi-agency working stems from the complex nature of many family difficulties. Families may experience a combination of educational, health, financial and social challenges that cannot be addressed by a single service. By sharing expertise, information and resources, agencies can develop a more comprehensive understanding of family circumstances and provide coordinated support. Munro (2011) argues that effective partnership working enables professionals to respond more appropriately to children's needs and reduces the risk of concerns being overlooked.
Within the Early Help framework, multi-agency working is often supported through the Early Help Assessment. This process encourages professionals to work collaboratively to identify needs, agree shared goals and develop coordinated intervention plans. The assessment promotes information sharing and helps ensure that support is tailored to the specific needs of the family (Department for Education, 2024).
Evidence suggests that multi-agency collaboration can improve service effectiveness and family outcomes. Sloper (2004) found that integrated working enhances communication between professionals and increases service efficiency. Similarly, Atkinson et al. (2007) reported that collaborative approaches enable earlier identification of difficulties and more coordinated interventions. However, differences in organisational cultures and priorities can hinder collaboration, highlighting the need for strong leadership, communication and shared responsibility (Munro, 2011).

Evaluation of Local Authority website 1- Leeds city council
Leeds City Council provides Early Help information through its Family Information Service and Family Hubs webpages, offering a wide range of support for children, young people and families. The website reflects the preventative approach promoted within the Early Help System Guide, which emphasises providing support at the earliest opportunity to prevent difficulties from escalating (Department for Education, 2024). Information is organised into clear categories, including parenting support, emotional wellbeing, childcare, education, financial assistance and special educational needs and disabilities (SEND).
A key strength of the Leeds website is its accessibility. Information is presented using straightforward language and logical navigation menus, making it easier for families to identify appropriate services. Accessible communication is important because families are more likely to engage with support services when information is clear and easy to understand (Nind and Seale, 2009). The inclusion of search functions and dedicated sections for different needs further enhances usability.
The website also demonstrates effective multi-agency working. Family Hubs are prominently featured and act as a central point for accessing services delivered by health professionals, schools, social care teams and community organisations. This reflects the collaborative approach advocated by Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2023). However, the large amount of information may be overwhelming for some users, particularly those with limited digital skills. Overall, Leeds City Council provides comprehensive, accessible and well-structured Early Help information that supports effective early intervention and family engagement.

Evaluation of Local Authority Website 2 – Norfolk County Council
Norfolk County Council provides Early Help information through dedicated Early Help and Family Support webpages, offering guidance for families who may require support before difficulties escalate. The website reflects the preventative principles outlined in the Early Help System Guide, which emphasises the importance of identifying needs early and providing appropriate intervention to improve outcomes for children and families (Department for Education, 2024).
A key strength of the Norfolk website is its clear explanation of the purpose of Early Help. Information is presented in a straightforward manner, helping families understand when support may be needed and how services can assist them. This clarity is important because parents and carers may be unfamiliar with safeguarding terminology or unsure about the types of support available. The website reinforces the message that seeking help early can prevent problems from becoming more serious, which is consistent with national safeguarding guidance.
The website also provides information on a variety of services, including parenting programmes, emotional wellbeing support, educational assistance and services for children with additional needs. Referral pathways and contact details are generally easy to locate, enabling families to access support efficiently. Furthermore, the website highlights collaboration between schools, health professionals, social care services and community organisations. This reflects the multi-agency approach promoted within Working Together to Safeguard Children, which identifies partnership working as essential for achieving positive outcomes for children (Department for Education, 2023).
Despite these strengths, there are some limitations. Compared with other local authority websites, Norfolk relies heavily on text-based information, which may be less engaging for some users. Research suggests that website accessibility can be improved through visual content and simplified navigation structures (Nielsen, 2020). Additionally, some information is spread across multiple webpages, requiring users to navigate between sections to gain a complete understanding of available support. Overall, Norfolk County Council provides comprehensive and informative Early Help information for families.

Evaluation of Local Authority website 3 Nottinghamshire
Nottinghamshire County Council provides Early Help information through its Early Help Unit and Family Hub webpages. The website outlines the purpose of Early Help, the support services available and the referral processes for families and professionals. The information reflects the preventative approach promoted within the Early Help System Guide, which emphasises providing support at the earliest opportunity to prevent difficulties from escalating into more serious safeguarding concerns (Department for Education, 2024).
A key strength of the Nottinghamshire website is the detailed information provided about the Early Help pathway. Families can access explanations of available services, eligibility requirements and referral procedures. This transparency helps users understand how support is delivered and what they can expect from the process. The website also highlights the involvement of multiple agencies in supporting children and families, demonstrating the importance of coordinated intervention and partnership working.
Another positive feature is the strong emphasis on Family Hubs. Information about parenting programmes, emotional wellbeing services, health support and educational assistance is available through dedicated Family Hub pages. This reflects government policy encouraging integrated family support and easier access to services through a single point of contact (Department for Education, 2022).
Despite these strengths, some limitations are evident. The website occasionally uses professional terminology, such as “Early Help Assessment” and “multi-agency intervention”, which may not be fully understood by all families. Furthermore, some information is spread across multiple webpages, requiring users to follow several links before finding relevant support. Overall, Nottinghamshire County Council provides comprehensive Early Help information that aligns with national guidance, although accessibility could be improved through simpler language and more streamlined navigation.

Comparative Analysis of Leeds, Norfolk and Nottinghamshire Websites 
The evaluation of Leeds City Council, Norfolk County Council and Nottinghamshire County Council demonstrates that all three local authorities provide substantial information regarding Early Help and family support services. Each website reflects the principles outlined in the Early Help System Guide (Department for Education, 2024) and Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2023), highlighting the importance of early intervention, partnership working and family-centred support. However, differences are evident in terms of accessibility, navigation and overall user experience.
A key strength shared by all three websites is their commitment to promoting Early Help before difficulties escalate. Information relating to Family Hubs, parenting support, emotional wellbeing, education and safeguarding is available across all websites, demonstrating alignment with national policy objectives. This supports families in accessing services at an early stage and reflects the preventative approach promoted within national guidance (Department for Education, 2024).
Among the three authorities, Leeds City Council appears to provide the most accessible and comprehensive approach. Information is clearly organised, navigation is straightforward and extensive signposting directs users to a wide range of support services. Norfolk County Council performs well in providing clear explanations and referral pathways but relies heavily on text-based information. Nottinghamshire County Council offers detailed guidance and professional resources; however, technical terminology and more complex navigation may reduce accessibility for some families. Overall, Leeds demonstrates the strongest balance between accessibility and comprehensiveness, highlighting the importance of clear communication and user-centred website design in supporting positive outcomes for children and families (Nielsen, 2020).

Conclusion and Recommendations 
The Early Help system plays a vital role in improving outcomes for children, young people and families through early intervention, prevention and multi-agency collaboration. National guidance emphasises that local authorities should ensure families can access support before difficulties escalate into more serious safeguarding concerns (Department for Education, 2023; Department for Education, 2024).
The evaluation of Leeds City Council, Norfolk County Council and Nottinghamshire County Council found that all three websites effectively promoted Early Help services, Family Hubs and partnership working. However, differences were identified in accessibility, navigation and the clarity of information provided to families. Leeds City Council demonstrated the strongest overall approach, offering clear navigation, comprehensive signposting and well-integrated Family Hub information. Norfolk County Council provided straightforward explanations and transparent referral processes but relied heavily on text-based content. Nottinghamshire County Council offered detailed information and professional resources; however, the use of technical language and more complex navigation could create barriers for some families. These findings suggest that accessible and user-centred website design is essential for encouraging engagement with Early Help services (Nielsen, 2020).
Several recommendations emerge from this evaluation. Local authorities should use simpler language, reduce professional jargon and improve website accessibility through mobile-friendly formats and multilingual resources. Greater use of visual tools, such as videos and infographics, could improve understanding and engagement among users. In addition, navigation pathways should be streamlined so that families can locate services quickly and confidently. Regular review of website content, informed by user feedback, would help maintain accuracy, accessibility and relevance over time.
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