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An Evaluation of Early Help Information on Local Authority Websites: A Comparative Analysis of Leeds City Council, Leicestershire County Council and Norfolk County Council
1. Introduction
Protecting children from abuse, neglect, exploitation, and other types of damage while advancing their welfare and making sure they have positive outcomes is the shared responsibility of safeguarding children. Early Help, which offers prompt assistance to children, young people, and families before problems worsen and necessitate statutory action, has become an essential part of safeguarding policy in England. 
Websites run by local authorities are crucial for disseminating information about Early Help services. When parents, caregivers, youth, and professionals need guidance, referral routes, or information on accessible resources, they frequently serve as their initial point of contact.
This study assesses the ways in which three local governments in England—Leicestershire County Council, Leeds City Council, and Norfolk County Council—use their websites to disseminate information on Early Help. Before critically assessing the websites of each authority, it looks at the Early Help system and the importance of multi-agency collaboration. (Hammond and Carpendale, 2014)
2. The Early Help System
Supporting kids, teens, and families as soon as problems start to arise is known as "early help," as opposed to waiting until issues get serious enough to call for legal child protection involvement. The Early Help System Guide states that the goal of Early Help is to identify children's needs as soon as possible and offer coordinated support to help them achieve positive developmental, educational, emotional, and health outcomes. In a similar vein, Early Help is identified by Functioning Together to Safeguard Children (2023) as a crucial component of safeguarding that advances children's welfare by swiftly addressing additional requirements through coordinated partnership functioning.
Early Help's main goals are to enhance children's wellbeing, increase family resilience, lessen inequality, stop abuse and neglect, and lessen the possibility that families will need statutory or professional involvement. By giving parents access to community resources, financial guidance, parenting support, and practical counsel, Early Help also aims to empower parents. Building on family strengths and resolving issues before they become crises are the main priorities. (Ovid, 2026)
Early intervention is acknowledged to be economically and socially advantageous. Early intervention enhances academic achievement, emotional well-being, physical health, and family functioning, according to numerous studies. Additionally, early intervention lowers the likelihood of mental health issues, school exclusion, juvenile criminality, domestic abuse, and child neglect.
3. Multi-agency Working
When experts from many organizations work together to provide coordinated support for children, youth, and families with special needs, this is referred to as multi-agency working. Professionals can pool their knowledge, exchange pertinent data, and create all-encompassing support plans that address the various aspects influencing a child's welfare (HM Government, 2023). By using an interdisciplinary approach. The Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) statutory advice highlights that protecting children is everyone's duty and necessitates efficient collaboration between local government agencies, health services, educational institutions, law enforcement, and nonprofits. Collaborative practice is essential to the success of Early Help since no single individual or organization has all the knowledge or experience required to adequately protect infants.
Coordinating Early Help assessments, detecting risks, doing family assessments, and making sure that the right support is given before issues worsen are all crucial tasks for social workers. By keeping an eye on young children's physical, emotional, and developmental growth, health visitors might spot issues including developmental delays, neglect, mental health problems in parents, or domestic abuse. During routine visits, general practitioners (GPs) frequently discover safeguarding concerns, identify health-related concerns, assist referrals to specialized healthcare providers, and do crucial medical assessments.
Teachers and designated safeguarding leads are often among the first to spot signs of vulnerability, such as shifts in behavior, academic performance, attendance, cleanliness, or emotional health. As a result, schools are essential in referring students for Early Help and providing pastoral care. In addition to reacting to situations involving domestic violence, child exploitation, missing children, juvenile offenses, and criminal activity, police services also share safeguarding information with partner agencies when necessary. By providing parenting programs, counseling, youth mentorship, domestic violence support, food banks, family outreach, and community-based wellbeing initiatives that bolster family resilience, voluntary and community organizations supplement statutory services. (Department for Education, 2023). 
Working across agencies has several advantages. By integrating data from several sources, collaborative practice helps clinicians gain a comprehensive view of children's situations. This strategy guarantees that families receive coordinated, person-centered care, minimizes service duplication, enhances communication, and makes it easier to identify emerging issues early.
Despite these benefits, there are several obstacles to successful multi-agency collaboration. Inconsistent interventions or a delay in decision-making might arise from communication problems between organizations. Misunderstandings that impact collaborative practice might arise from disparities in professional cultures, organizational agendas, and terminology. Information sharing is still quite difficult, especially for professionals who are unsure of how to balance confidentiality with safeguarding obligations under the UK General Data Protection Regulation (UK GDPR) and the Data Protection Act of 2018.
The Children Act 1989, which established the welfare of the child as the main issue, and the Children Act 2004, which imposes a statutory duty on agencies to collaborate in improving outcomes for children, are two pieces of legislation that support multi-agency working. While Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) reaffirms expectations that all safeguarding partners should effectively collaborate to identify needs early, coordinate interventions, and protect children from harm, the Data Protection Act 2018 provides the legal framework for sharing personal information appropriately when safeguarding concerns exist. (Munro, 2011).
4. Evaluation of Three Local Authority Websites
4.1 Leicestershire County Council
Ease of Navigation
A wide range of information about children, families, and safeguarding services may be found on the Leicestershire County Council website. The Children and Families area of the website provides access to the Early Help information; nevertheless, users may need to go through multiple sections before finding the pertinent guidelines. By using keywords like "Early Help," "family support," or "children's services," visitors can find information using the website's search feature.


Accessibility
The website's responsive design, which works well on desktop, tablet, and mobile devices, shows a dedication to digital accessibility. Users can quickly skim information because it is given in a comprehensible way with the proper headings.
Referral Process
The Leicestershire website's capacity to provide information on the Early Help referral process is one of its advantages. Guidance describes the conditions under which Early Help should be taken into consideration and emphasizes that professionals should perform an evaluation before making referrals. To assist practitioners in making the right choices, referral paperwork and expert advice are available.
Information for Parents
Parenting assistance, education, daycare, safeguarding, emotional wellbeing, special educational needs and disabilities (SEND), domestic abuse, and family resilience are just a few of the topics covered by the website. Families can access broader support networks based on their unique circumstances thanks to links to extra services.
Contact Details
For children's services, Leicestershire County Council offers easily accessible contact details, such as phone numbers, email addresses, and connections to pertinent service teams. Additionally, emergency safeguarding contact information is provided so that users are aware of where to go for immediate help when needed.
Additional Family Support Services
By providing links to services related to parenting programmes, children's centres, domestic abuse support, youth services, SEND provision, mental health services, housing advice, financial assistance, and safeguarding partnerships, the website highlights the scope of Leicestershire's family support network.
Strengths
The website of Leicestershire County Council exhibits great consistency with national safeguarding guidelines and offers detailed information about Early Help. The variety of options provided emphasizes the value of collaboration between statutory and voluntary agencies and demonstrates a comprehensive understanding of family assistance. The website is especially helpful for practitioners who are in charge of determining need and providing referrals because it offers clear professional information.
Weaknesses
Despite its wealth of information, parents and caregivers who are unfamiliar with safety services may find the website more user-friendly. The abundance of information and the many navigational possibilities may overwhelm users seeking immediate assistance. Increased use of visual aids, multilingual content, plain English, and more straightforward referral guidelines would improve accessibility for different groups. (Leicestershire County Council, 2024)
4.2 Leeds City Council
Ease of Navigation
Supported by related guidelines from the Leeds Safeguarding Children Partnership, the Leeds City Council Early Help information is organized into a more comprehensive "children and families" framework. Both professionals and families will find the website easier to use because it is quite well-organized and has distinct categories like "Early Help," "Family Hubs," and "One Minute Guides." By summarizing important information without requiring users to read long policy documents, the existence of brief advice materials (such as "one-minute guides") improves navigation.
Accessibility
Leeds places a high priority on accessibility, as evidenced by its streamlined instruction formats, which include detailed descriptions of Early Help's operation and unambiguous channels of communication for families and professionals. Including a variety of access points (local hubs, email, and phone) enhances inclusivity.
Referral Process
Leeds offers a thorough and open recommendation process. The "Assess, Plan, Do, Review" paradigm provides a concise explanation of the Early Help Assessment (EHA) process, including the need for permission, assessment, planning, and review. Additionally, the website makes a clear distinction between statutory safeguarding referrals under Sections 17 and 47 of the Children Act 1989 and Early Help referrals. Duty and Advice services' contact information is clearly visible, making escalation routes simple to find.
Information for Parents
Through its Early Start and Family Information Services, the Leeds website provides comprehensive family-focused advice. Clear information about resources for parenting, education, health, SEND, and youth services is given to parents. Usability is enhanced by the use of understandable language and helpful advice.
Contact Details
Leeds offers a range of easily accessible contact methods, such as phone numbers for Family Hubs, Duty and Advice teams, and email addresses. This increases accessibility and guarantees that families can get help fast. Another important advantage is the existence of well-defined procedures for pressing protection issues.
Additional Family Support Services
Early Start services, Family Hubs, youth services, children's centers, SEND assistance, and community-based initiatives are all part of Leeds' comprehensive and integrated Early Help provision.
Strengths
The Leeds website does a great job of spreading the word about Early Help. It offers concise summaries of intricate safeguarding systems, robust referral mechanisms, and straightforward explanations of procedures. Professional comprehension is improved through the application of structured guidance, such as the "Assess, Plan, Do, Review" approach.
Weaknesses
The website's visual presentation and user experience for non-professional audiences may be improved, notwithstanding its virtues. Parents who are unfamiliar with safeguarding systems may still find some terminology difficult to understand. Furthermore, even though the information is extensive, it is dispersed among several linked articles, which could make it more difficult for consumers looking for fast answers to obtain.
4.3 Norfolk County Council
Ease of Navigation
Although it isn't often displayed as a single, distinct "Early Help hub," Norfolk County Council Early Help information is accessible through children's services and safety pages. Rather, information is dispersed over service pages, strategy documents, and privacy statements. Families looking for quick assistance may find it more challenging to navigate safeguarding mechanisms, even though this reflects their complexity.



Accessibility
Norfolk's website is less user-friendly than Leads’ in terms of layout, but it offers crucial written information in an organized manner. Some community-based language is used, and accessibility features, such as service descriptions and contact information, are provided.

Referral Process
Although there is a referral mechanism, general users are not as well-informed about it. Norfolk places a strong focus on organized examinations and professional referrals via multi-agency routes. Social care services can be found online, but the Early Help channels for parents and caregivers are less distinct.
Information for Parents
Parents can access information, but it's not as centralized as it is in Leeds. Education, health, housing, and voluntary sector support are all mentioned in the descriptions of support services that span several pages. However, there isn't much explicit advice on "what to do if you need Early Help," which could make it harder for families looking for quick guidance to get involved. (Darling, 2025)
Contact Details
Norfolk website offers easy-to-use phone and email contact details for social care and emergency safeguarding issues. This guarantees the proper escalation of urgent cases. In contrast to Leeds, contact channels for non-urgent Early Help support are less well-defined.
Additional Family Support Services
With participation from schools, general practitioners, housing teams, law enforcement, and volunteer organizations, Norfolk exhibits strong collaborative working. A strong safeguarding network is reflected in the wide range of services.
Strengths
Strong safeguarding governance, unambiguous legal openness, and solid multi-agency relationships are Norfolk's main advantages.
Weaknesses
Usability is the primary flaw. The reliance on technical and policy-heavy material diminishes accessibility for non-professional users.
6. Conclusion and Recommendations
Based on the evaluation of the Early Help websites of Leeds City Council, Leicestershire County Council, and Norfolk County Council, several evidence-based recommendations can improve accessibility, user experience, and service effectiveness.
Firstly, local authorities should improve website navigation by creating dedicated Early Help landing pages that enable parents, carers, and professionals to locate information quickly. The Department for Education (2023) emphasizes that timely access to information is essential for identifying needs early and ensuring children and families receive appropriate support before problems escalate (Department for Education, 2023).
Secondly, councils should use plain English, visual aids, and multilingual resources to improve accessibility for diverse communities. Information that is easy to understand enables families to make informed decisions and encourages earlier engagement with support services. This recommendation aligns with the Government Digital Service (2023), which promotes clear, user-centred communication on public service websites, and the Equality Act 2010, which requires public bodies to make services accessible to all users.
Thirdly, all local authority websites should provide clear and consistent referral pathways, including online referral forms, eligibility criteria, and step-by-step guidance for both professionals and families. Research shows that clearly defined referral processes improve inter-agency collaboration and reduce delays in accessing Early Help services (Department for Education, 2018).
Finally, councils should regularly review and evaluate their websites using user feedback from parents, carers, young people, and professionals. Continuous evaluation helps identify barriers to access, improves digital services, and ensures information remains accurate and relevant. Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) highlights that effective safeguarding depends on collaboration, clear communication, and accessible information across all partner agencies. (Antalek et al., 2025)
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