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1. Introduction 
Early Help is a fundamental part of the safeguarding process in England, and it is one of the five main priority areas for which service providers receive a central allocation grant. The purpose of Early Help is to help to identify children and families' needs and respond to them as early as possible in case the concerns develop into a major problem that requires statutory intervention. Families are often accessing local authority websites as their first point of contact for support, so the way Early Help services are communicated may have a huge impact on access and early take-up. This report shares its findings about how the three Councils, Norfolk County Council, Leeds City Council and Nottinghamshire County Council signpost Early Help and other family support on their websites. It covers the principles of the Early Help system and the working of multi-agencies and then critically assesses and contrasts the effectiveness of the individual websites at communicating the services available. 





2. Main body
[bookmark: _heading=h.jnpqcxlqqc]Explanation of the Early Help System 
The Early Help System is a collaborative and multi-agency process of identifying and addressing the needs of children, young people and families as soon as possible after they arise, before they become more serious and statutory interventions are needed. Early Help is a system, rather than a service; it involves a range of professionals, organisations and community support services joining together to offer timely support to families facing challenging issues at the beginning. Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 draws attention to safeguarding being a shared responsibility across learning and development agencies, and to learning and development agencies' need to share and respond promptly and professionally to children's needs. These principles help to ensure that EHF is 'preventative', 'child-focused and responsive', and help to promote better outcomes for children, young people and families (Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026, 2026). The key focus of its work is to help children avoid the development of more severe problems and enhance their resilience, wellbeing and positive family functioning. The governing principle of the system is to not only deliver the correct support, but provide it at the right time and through the right professionals. It acknowledges that families can be confronted with many distinct and interrelated issues including: financial stability, mental health, domestic abuse, substance use, housing, conflict, learning and behaviour issues. By tackling these problems at an early stage, there is less chance that children will need more intensive interventions such as a child protection plan or entry into care. One of the main components of the Early Help System is the need for multi-agency working. Local authorities liaise closely with schools and other relevant external agencies such as health services, the police and voluntary organisations and groups to provide coordinated, holistic support for the family (Dixon et al., 2022).  
Professionals exchange information and information is shared according to appropriate procedures; needs are shared among professionals and a tailored support plan drawn up for each family according to their individual situations. A designated Lead Practitioner can help to facilitate communication between agencies, avoiding duplication of provision; they are usually responsible for co-ordinating services. The Early Help System also comes with a strengths-based and family-centred approach (Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026, 2026). Instead of just a problem or a risk, practitioners use partnership working to recognise strengths, develop resilience and enable families to be involved and contribute to changing their situation (Aoki et al., 2022). Families are encouraged to be involved in decision-making, and support will be customised to their needs and aspirations. Good leadership, a sound system of referrals, regular evaluation of support plans and review, and regular monitoring of Early Help Plans are essential to an effective Early Help System. The level of information on resources is also significant. Early Help local authority websites are very important in explaining to families the concept of Early Help, who is eligible for it and how it is available. A lack of clear information or information being hard to find can lead families to seek assistance at a later date, which can escalate the difficulties. The Early Help System guide emphasises that an approach to early help needs to be whole family, that practitioners can pick up on needs as they arise and provide co-ordinated help before things get out of hand (Department for Education, 2022). It will focus on the critical role of robust local partnership working, services accessible to families and clear pathways for families to access help. Communication and signposting, therefore, are key to ensuring that Early Help meets its preventative purpose.
[bookmark: _heading=h.eph6hz5x8sdc]Explanation of multi-agency working 
Inter-agency working is the team working between professionals and agencies organised across a number of different agencies in order to protect and promote the welfare of children and families. This is an underlying principle of children's services in England, and everyone is responsible for identifying and responding to children's needs. Rather, they have a shared responsibility with local authorities, education providers, health, police, social care and voluntary organisations for coordinating planning and action for, and intervention with, children and young people to further the commitment of prevention, to protect children from harm and to improve their wellbeing (Department for Education, 2022). Multi-agency working is required as children and families may have complex and overlapping issues which a single professional or organisation can not help resolve effectively. For instance, if parents have poor mental health, domestic abuse, financial difficulties or concerns about neglect, any concerns regarding poor school attendance may be related (Derby, 2025). When professionals work together, they can deepen the understanding of the family and offer a coordinated, multi-service response to meet multiple demands. Multi-agency working is closely connected with inter-disciplinary working, which can be described as professionals working individually from different disciplines bringing their expert knowledge, skills and experience together to produce the desired outcomes for children. Members of the multiple professions who work with children and young people bring different insights into decision-making, such as social workers, teachers, health visitors, school nurses, general practitioners, police officers, psychologists and school/youth workers. Inter-disciplinary practice means that assessment does not add up to services, that interventions are better co-ordinated, and families are not given "the bits and pieces" of support (Stokes, 2026).
Effective collaboration relies on effective communication; sharing information; respect; and well-defined roles and responsibilities. The professional needs to exchange relevant information promptly but legally to be able to assess threats, make informed decisions and give timely interventions. Joint assessments and planning, regular meetings and coordinated work between agencies ensure that areas of concern are not overlooked and that work is not duplicated. Where there are multiple agencies providing services, it is important to designate a Lead Practitioner, as this ensures that there is a designated point of contact for the family to engage with and helps coordinate services (Petty, 2025). The statutory guidance emphasises that the quality of services provided and accountability for the effectiveness of safeguarding depends on strong local leadership, in the form of safeguarding partnerships, in which the effectiveness of multi-agency working can be improved strategically. All professional practice should be child-centred: children's needs, views and experiences should be central to all decision-making. Finally, better multi-agency and inter-disciplinary working leads to children and families being better served in the longer term in terms of better outcomes, early identification of need and timely intervention, and a reduced risk of harm (Atkinson et al., 2022). Collaborative working and expert interventions more effectively help to focus on children's safety, wellbeing and development, and on providing preventative support in ways that are holistic.
[bookmark: _heading=h.qyoq4vucijjn]An evaluation of each of your three local authority websites.  
Norfolk County Council, Leeds City Council and Nottinghamshire County Council each have websites with useful information about help and support for families, but not all of these summarise the information well, or are easy to access and navigate. These differences impact the ability of families to find information and get support early.
One of the easiest services Norfolk County Council offers. The Early Help page explains the purpose of Early Help in very easy-to-access, simple terms for families not working in the safeguarding arena. Referral pathways, Family Hubs and support services are clearly presented in a logical manner, which makes for very easy navigation. However, although the website can be easily used for human access, much of the content is static, mainly text-based and provides few interactive elements and images, which can make it less engaging to people with lower levels of literacy and other communication requirements (Norfolk County Council, 2025). The website is very useful in providing important information, but may be made more accessible through the use of videos, infographics or multiple languages.
Leeds City Council has the most detailed information relating to Early Help and external family support. The website shows a clear example of the drive to ensure that Early Help is joined up and is linked to Family Hubs, parenting programmes, SEND services, mental health support and financial advice. Holistic awareness of family needs is reflected. However, the information is distributed across a variety of web pages, leaving users to move through many sections to find the relevant information in support. A multi-layered structure can be confusing and may not foster participation from users, especially for those times when families are in a state of crisis or stress. Content is certainly vast, and hence it isn't always easy to have accessibility (Leeds.gov.uk, 2022).
Nottinghamshire County Council demonstrate a good balance between clarity and comprehensiveness. The website clearly explains what Early Help is and offers clear referral pathways and contacts, as well as links to the Virtual Family Hub where a broad range of supports is available. Information is organised in a more logical way, which helps families to navigate through each other with fewer layers of navigation between services than would occur in Leeds. There is some duplication of information on the different webpages, but this has little impact on usability as seen on the Leeds website (Council, 2025).
[bookmark: _heading=h.1m3kvfuh8l4c]A comparative analysis of the main strengths and weaknesses of how the local authority websites communicate the Early Help and other support services available to families. 
This comparison of the Norfolk County Council, Leeds City Council and Nottinghamshire County Council websites shows that although all three Councils have a vision of promoting Early Help or family support, there is a very different arrangement of how effective these Councils are in communicating a message of Early Help or family support to families. All three websites acknowledge Early Help as a preventative measure and offer access to a wide variety of services for families such as parenting information, support for children's mental health, education, access to Special Educational Needs and Disability (SEND) services, financial support and Family Hubs. This reflects current safeguarding policy, which encourages the co-ordinated support of organisations to respond to the needs of the family when these are assessed and identified at an early stage and before they become more complex. The websites also include information on how to refer or reach out to get the help that is needed, for both families and professionals. However, it is different when it is accessible and user-friendly. Norfolk County Council uses simple, non-technical language to communicate its Early Help and make the information easy for families to understand. It has a logical page structure and easy navigation to lower resistance to support (Saxton et al., 2026). However, the website is used extensively on words, and there are no interactive materials, videos or visual guides that would make the site more accessible for people with less literacy skills or have other communication requirements.
Leeds City Council, by contrast provide the broadest access to support information, and clearly shows a willingness to adopt a whole family perspective on supporting wellbeing. The website emphasises the inclusion of services into education, health, housing and social care, and demonstrates good multi-agency practice. Although powerful, information is spread out amongst many webpages; users must visit various sections to search for relevant services. This disjointed organisation can overwhelm families who are looking for immediate help and will diminish the impact of the site. It brings together both the power of each Council and a more organised and user-friendly structure, thanks to Nottinghamshire County Council putting together the information for both. The Virtual Family Hub, refer-on to refer pathways and contact info, is a very clear tool which allows families to detect and access help easily with minimal effort. There is some repetition of information between Web pages, but little effect on usability. There is an overall sense of a compromise between the breadth of information about services offered and ‘how to find your way around' with accessible language and indications that Early Help is being communicated well in Nottinghamshire (Acquia, 2024). The example clearly shows that the impact of a local authority website is not just linked to the content it offers, but also on how easy it is for families to find, understand and act on the information when using the website.



3. Conclusion
This report has highlighted that communicating Effective Early Help is key to its aims and objectives of preventing problems before they reach children's services, and to helping families. All three local authorities provide comprehensive information and have all adopted the principles of multi-agency working, but their websites have different levels of accessibility, ease of navigation and usability. The clarity and simplicity of the presentation are found in Norfolk, whilst the breadth of services and content is deepest in Leeds but has degraded navigation. Overall, Nottinghamshire County Council is the most effective in signposting working online with clear language, logical organisation, easy referral route and effective integration of family support. Its focus on balance and user-centred idesign s likely to help it encourage timely involvement within Early Help services and enhance outcomes for children and families.







4. Recommendations 
The results indicated that local governments need to pay more attention to user-centred design of websites to assist families to easily find and access Early Help services. All three councils provide good information resources, but it would be better for these to be streamlined and significantly fewer web pages used for access to support, especially if parents are in crisis. Leeds City Council could improve their Early Help work by having a co-ordinated Early Help portal, which consolidates all the referral information, Family Hubs and associated services. Norfolk County Council can enhance accessibility in a way that includes more visual materials, such as videos, infographics and multilingual materials as part of its resources for users with different modes of communication. Although Nottinghamshire County Council is doing well overall, there is the opportunity to streamline the experience by minimising duplication of the webpages. Further work on access to websites by updating regularly; websites to be compatible with mobile devices; and to actively engage in seeking comments from families on how accessible and useful websites are, from earlier engagement with services to improve the preventative agenda of the Early Help system would enhance access to all three authorities.
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