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Introduction
Early Help is a preventative approach that aims to identify and respond to the needs of children, young people and families before concerns escalate into more serious safeguarding issues. Rather than waiting until statutory intervention becomes necessary, Early Help encourages timely support through coordinated services that promote children's wellbeing, strengthen parenting capacity and improve family outcomes. The approach is central to safeguarding policy in England and relies on effective partnership working between health professionals, education providers, social care services, police and voluntary organisations. The Working Together to Safeguard Children (2026) statutory guidance reinforces the responsibility of local authorities and partner agencies to work collaboratively in identifying vulnerable families and ensuring that appropriate support is available at the earliest opportunity. This report critically examines how the Early Help system is signposted through the websites of Leeds City Council, Nottinghamshire County Council and Norfolk County Council. It explores the principles of Early Help and multi-agency working before evaluating how effectively each website communicates available services to families. Finally, the report compares the three authorities and identifies which provides the most accessible and comprehensive online information, supported by recommendations for improvement. 
Explanation of the Early Help System: The Early Help system is a preventative, family-centred approach designed to identify and respond to the needs of children, young people and their families before difficulties develop into more serious safeguarding concerns.
 The approach recognises that many families experience challenges such as financial hardship, parental mental ill-health, substance misuse, domestic abuse, poor school attendance or housing instability, and that these issues can often be addressed effectively through early intervention. In England, the statutory framework for Early Help is underpinned by the Working Together to Safeguard Children (2026) guidance, which places responsibility on local authorities and partner agencies to work collaboratively to identify emerging needs and provide appropriate support at the earliest opportunity. The guidance emphasises that safeguarding is everyone's responsibility and that effective Early Help depends on coordinated action between health services, education providers, children's social care, police, housing services and voluntary organisations. The assessment is completed with the active participation of the family, ensuring that parents and young people remain central to decision-making. Following the assessment, professionals work together to develop an action plan that identifies appropriate interventions, allocates responsibilities and establishes clear review arrangements. The effectiveness of Early Help relies heavily on accessible information and clear referral pathways. Many parents and carers first seek advice online; therefore, local authority websites have become an essential gateway to support services. Well-designed websites should explain what Early Help is, who it is intended for, how families can access services, and what support is available.
Overall, the Early Help system represents a proactive approach to safeguarding that promotes prevention, partnership working and family empowerment. By intervening at the earliest possible stage, professionals can improve children's wellbeing, strengthen family relationships and reduce the need for more intensive statutory interventions.
Multi-Agency Working in Early Help: Multi-agency working is a fundamental principle of the Early Help system and plays a central role in safeguarding children, promoting family wellbeing and preventing problems from escalating into more serious concerns. It refers to professionals from different organisations working collaboratively to assess needs, share information, coordinate interventions and deliver integrated support to children, young people and their families. The statutory basis for multi-agency working is established in Working Together to Safeguard Children (2026), which states that safeguarding children is everyone's responsibility. The guidance requires local authorities, NHS organisations, schools, police services, probation services and voluntary organisations to work together to identify children who may require additional support and to provide coordinated interventions. The Children Act 2004 further strengthened this responsibility by placing a statutory duty on relevant organisations to cooperate in improving the wellbeing of children.  Within the Early Help system, multi-agency working enables professionals to combine their expertise when assessing family needs and planning interventions. A key mechanism supporting collaborative practice is the Early Help Assessment (EHA) and the Team Around the Family (TAF) approach. The Early Help Assessment provides a shared framework for identifying strengths, risks and support needs, while Team Around the Family meetings bring together professionals from different agencies to agree clear objectives, allocate responsibilities and monitor progress. This strengths-based approach promotes trust, empowers families and supports long-term resilience. It is important to distinguish between multi-disciplinary and inter-disciplinary working. The Early Help model increasingly promotes inter-disciplinary practice because it encourages coordinated service delivery and places the family at the centre of decision-making. This integrated approach reduces fragmentation and enables professionals to respond more effectively to complex needs. Despite its many advantages, multi-agency working is not without challenges.Differences in organisational priorities, varying professional cultures, limited resources and concerns regarding data protection can create barriers to effective partnership working. Increasing demand for children's services and workforce pressures may also reduce opportunities for joint planning and coordinated intervention. In the context of this report, local authority websites play an important role in supporting multi-agency working by acting as a central source of information for families and professionals. Effective websites should clearly explain how agencies work together, identify referral pathways, provide contact details for relevant services and describe the roles of different professionals involved in Early Help. Clear online communication can improve access to services, encourage earlier referrals and strengthen collaboration between agencies and families. Consequently, the evaluation of Leeds City Council, Nottinghamshire County Council and Norfolk County Council will examine not only how they explain Early Help but also how effectively they communicate their multi-agency approach to supporting children and families.
Critical Reflection: Although multi-agency working is widely recognised as best practice in safeguarding, its success depends upon more than statutory guidance alone. Effective partnership requires sufficient resources, strong inter-professional relationships and a commitment to placing children and families at the centre of decision-making. Local authority websites therefore have an important role in translating national policy into accessible information that enables families and professionals to understand available support and engage confidently with Early Help services.
 Evaluation of Leeds City Council's Early Help Website: The Early Help information provided by Leeds City Council is comprehensive, well-structured and strongly aligned with the principles of preventative intervention set out in Working Together to Safeguard Children (2026). The website clearly explains that Early Help is a voluntary, family-centred approach that aims to provide the right support at the right time, enabling families to resolve difficulties before they require statutory social care intervention. The website is organised using straightforward headings and plain English, making it easier for families to understand what Early Help involves. Instead of relying solely on complex online referral forms, Leeds encourages direct conversations with the Early Help Front Door team and Family Hubs.
Overall, Leeds City Council provides one of the strongest examples of digital signposting for Early Help. The website combines clear explanations, effective multi-agency information, accessible language and well-developed referral pathways. Its Family Hub model and emphasis on collaborative working reflect current best practice, making the website highly effective in helping families and professionals understand and access Early Help Services.
 Evaluation of Nottinghamshire County Council's Early Help Website: Nottinghamshire County Council provides a comprehensive and well-organised Early Help website that reflects the principles of prevention, partnership working and family-centred practice outlined in Working Together to Safeguard Children (2026). The website clearly explains that Early Help aims to ensure children, young people and families receive the right support at the right time, helping to prevent concerns from escalating into more serious safeguarding issues. This straightforward explanation enables both families and professionals to understand the purpose of Early Help and the circumstances in which support can be accessed. Nottinghamshire County Council, one of the website's main strengths is the clear explanation of referral pathways. Unlike some local authorities that primarily target professionals, Nottinghamshire provides guidance for both practitioners and families.
 The website also explains expected response times and how referrals are allocated, increasing transparency and helping users understand what happens after a referral is made. Another significant strength is Nottinghamshire's emphasis on Family Hub Networks and coordinated multi-agency working. The website explains that Family Hubs provide targeted support for children and young people from birth to 19 years of age, bringing together services such as childcare advice, parenting support, SEND information, health services and wider family support within a coordinated framework. In addition, the Early Help Unit offers advice to professionals, assists with complex referrals and helps coordinate Team Around the Family (TAF) meetings where appropriate. The website is generally easy to navigate, with dedicated pages for families, professionals and community services. The inclusion of self-referral options and direct telephone support enhances accessibility, particularly for families who may require immediate guidance rather than completing lengthy online forms. Overall, Nottinghamshire County Council provides a highly effective Early Help website that combines clear explanations, transparent referral pathways and strong evidence of multi-agency collaboration. 
 Evaluation of Norfolk County Council's Early Help Website: Norfolk County Council provides a detailed and informative Early Help website that reflects the principles of prevention, partnership working and child-centred practice set out in Working Together to Safeguard Children (2026). The website clearly explains that Early Help is intended to support children, young people and families as soon as difficulties emerge, with the aim of preventing problems from escalating into more serious safeguarding concerns. By presenting Early Help as a collaborative and voluntary service, the council helps families understand that seeking support at an early stage is both appropriate and beneficial. One of the website's greatest strengths is the comprehensive information it provides on Early Help services and referral pathways. Norfolk clearly identifies the range of support available, including parenting programmes, emotional wellbeing services, education support, family assistance, domestic abuse support and guidance for children with additional needs. The website explains that successful Early Help depends upon collaboration between children's social care, health services, schools, police, housing providers and voluntary organisations. It highlights the role of the Early Help Hub, where professionals work together to coordinate assessments, share information appropriately and develop integrated support plans for families. The inclusion of guidance on Team Around the Family (TAF) meetings further demonstrates the council's commitment to coordinated service delivery and reflects the collaborative approach promoted in statutory safeguarding guidance.
 Comparative Analysis: The evaluation of the Early Help websites of Leeds City Council, Nottinghamshire County Council and Norfolk County Council demonstrates that all three local authorities broadly comply with the statutory expectations outlined in Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2026) and the Early Help System Guide (HM Government, 2025). Each authority provides information on the purpose of Early Help, referral pathways and the importance of multi-agency working. Among the three authorities, Leeds City Council provides the most comprehensive and user-friendly presentation of Early Help services. The website clearly explains the purpose of Early Help using accessible language that is suitable for both professionals and members of the public. Nottinghamshire County Council also performs strongly, particularly in relation to its transparent referral processes and emphasis on coordinated multi-agency practice. The website provides detailed guidance for both professionals and families, explaining the Early Help Assessment process, self-referral opportunities and the role of the Early Help Unit and Family Hub Networks. Compared with Leeds, however, information is distributed across several webpages, requiring users to navigate between different sections before gaining a complete understanding of available services. 
Norfolk County Council similarly demonstrates a strong commitment to Early Help and collaborative working. The website provides detailed information about the range of services available, including parenting programmes, emotional wellbeing support, SEND services and safeguarding advice. 
Conclusion
This report has critically examined how Leeds City Council, Nottinghamshire County Council and Norfolk County Council signpost the Early Help system through their local authority websites. The analysis demonstrated that all three councils have implemented online resources that reflect the principles of early intervention, family-centred practice and multi-agency collaboration as outlined in Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2026) and The Early Help System Guide (HM Government, 2025). Each website provides information on the purpose of Early Help, referral pathways and the range of services available to support children, young people and families before difficulties escalate into more serious safeguarding concerns. Despite these shared strengths, differences were identified in the accessibility, organisation and effectiveness of digital signposting. Leeds City Council emerged as the strongest example of good practice because its website presents information in a clear, accessible and user-friendly manner. The integration of Family Hubs, comprehensive referral guidance and strong emphasis on collaborative working make it easier for both families and professionals to understand and access Early Help services. Nottinghamshire County Council also provides an effective service, particularly through its transparent referral processes and Family Hub Networks. Norfolk County Council offers detailed and comprehensive guidance but would benefit from simplifying its content and increasing the use of visual resources to improve accessibility for users with varying levels of literacy and digital confidence.
Recommendations
Based on the findings of this report, the following recommendations are proposed:
Improve website accessibility by increasing the use of plain English, easy-read documents, translation options, subtitles for videos and accessibility features for users with disabilities or limited digital literacy.
Create a single, centralised Early Help webpage that brings together all relevant information, reducing the need for users to navigate multiple webpages.
Strengthen digital signposting by providing clear links to Family Hubs, community organisations, mental health services, SEND support and voluntary sector partners.
Promote awareness of Early Help services through social media, schools, GP surgeries, children's centres and community organisations to ensure that families know where and how to access support at the earliest opportunity. 
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