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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 an important part of children's services in England because it aims to support children, young people and families before difficulties become more serious. Early Help is not limited to children's social care. It involves services such as education, health, local authorities and voluntary organisations working together to identify needs and provide appropriate support at an early stage (Department for Education, 2022). This is important because families may experience a range of difficulties, including problems with parenting, mental health, housing, finances, education or children's behaviour.
Local authority websites are increasingly important because they provide families with information about available services and how to access them. However, simply providing information does not necessarily mean that a service is accessible. Families need to be able to find the information, understand it and know what action to take. This report examines how Early Help and wider family support are communicated through the websites of Leeds City Council, Staffordshire County Council and Norfolk County Council.
The report first explains Early Help and multi-agency working before evaluating each website. The websites are compared using criteria including clarity, accessibility, navigation, range of services, contact arrangements and evidence of joined-up working. The analysis is informed by the Early Help System Guide and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026, alongside legislation and academic research. The report concludes by identifying which local authority provides the most effective online signposting and makes recommendations for improvement.
Understanding the Early Help System
Early Help refers to support provided when a child, young person or family begins to experience difficulties, with the aim of preventing problems from becoming more serious. The Early Help System Guide describes Early Help as a whole-system approach involving local partnerships rather than a single service (Department for Education, 2022). This means that Early Help can involve schools, GPs, health visitors, children's centres, youth services, community organisations and children's social care.
An important principle is that families should be able to understand and navigate local services. The Early Help System Guide identifies family voice and experience, the workforce, leadership, communities and the use of data as important parts of an effective Early Help system (Department for Education, 2022). Therefore, communication with families is not a minor part of Early Help. If families cannot find or understand information about support, they may not receive help until their difficulties become more serious.
Early Help also needs to be considered alongside the legal responsibilities of local authorities. Under the Children Act 1989, local authorities have responsibilities towards children in need, including children whose health or development may be significantly affected without services being provided. The Children Act 2004 also places duties on local authorities and partner organisations to cooperate to improve children's wellbeing and safeguard children (Children Act 2004).
The approach has developed further under Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026. The updated guidance explains that Family Help combines targeted Early Help and Section 17 support, creating a more seamless offer for families. It also places greater emphasis on consistent practitioner relationships, family help plans and multi-disciplinary teams (Department for Education, 2026). This means that local authorities need to make their support systems understandable not only to professionals but also to parents, carers and young people.
Research also shows why Early Help and effective identification are important. Lima Neto et al. (2024), for example, examined Early Help referrals in an English local authority and found that identifying families who may require support is complex. This suggests that Early Help should not depend on families reaching crisis point before support becomes available. Accessible information and clear routes into services are therefore important parts of prevention.
Importance of Multi-Agency Working
Multi-agency working means that professionals from different organisations work together to support children and families. These professionals may include social workers, teachers, GPs, health visitors, police officers, mental health workers and voluntary sector workers. The purpose is to bring different knowledge and skills together so that the needs of the whole family can be understood.
The Children Act 2004 supports this approach by requiring relevant organisations to cooperate in improving children's wellbeing and safeguarding them. Section 11 also requires specified organisations to have arrangements in place to safeguard and promote children's welfare (Children Act 2004). These duties demonstrate that safeguarding cannot be the responsibility of one organisation alone.
Academic research supports the importance of this approach. Dixon et al. (2022) describe multi-agency working as a key part of effective safeguarding because it allows professionals to bring together different perspectives about a child and their family. However, multi-agency working is not automatically successful. Jahans-Baynton and Grealish (2022) found that professionals experienced challenges around communication, information sharing, technology and resources. This is important because having many services available does not necessarily mean that families experience a joined-up service.
Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 strengthens this approach by emphasising multi-disciplinary teams and a more seamless Family Help system (Department for Education, 2026). Therefore, when evaluating local authority websites, it is important to consider whether they simply list different services or actually show families how those services connect.
Criteria Used to Evaluate the Websites
The three local authority websites were assessed using the same criteria to make the comparison fair. The main criteria were:
· How easy Early Help is to find
· Whether information is written in clear and understandable language
· How easy it is to navigate between services
· Whether families are given clear contact and referral routes
· The range of family support services identified
· Evidence of multi-agency working
· Accessibility for different families
· Whether information reflects current Early Help and safeguarding approaches
This approach allows the websites to be compared based on their usefulness to a family rather than simply on the amount of information they contain.
Analysis 1: Leeds City Council
Leeds provides a strong and well-developed online Early Help offer. Its Early Help guidance explains that support should begin early and that Early Help is voluntary. It also explains a graduated approach, starting with universal services and moving towards more targeted support when required (Leeds City Council, 2025a).
One major strength is the way Leeds explains the different levels of support. The website identifies universal services such as schools and GPs, followed by targeted services and then Family Hubs where families require additional support. This is useful because parents may not understand the difference between Early Help and children's social care. Leeds makes it clear that receiving Early Help does not automatically mean that a family is involved with social services.
The Leeds Family Hubs are particularly important. The council describes them as a single place where families can access support, advice and services. The hubs bring together professionals including Early Help practitioners, social workers, mental health workers, domestic abuse coordinators, SEND coordinators and police officers (Leeds City Council, 2025b). This provides strong evidence of multi-agency working.
The website also provides practical contact information. Families can contact the Family Hub central line by telephone or email, and the council states that families can have a conversation before completing a formal form (Leeds City Council, 2025b). This is a significant strength because formal referral processes can sometimes discourage families from seeking help.
Leeds also provides wider family information covering areas such as housing, financial support, mental health, substance use, parenting and public health (Leeds City Council, 2026a). This reflects the Early Help principle that children's wellbeing can be affected by wider family circumstances.
However, the main weakness is the amount of information available. Although the information is comprehensive, families may have to move between Early Help, Family Hubs, the Family Information Service and other pages. A parent who is unfamiliar with the system could potentially be unsure which service to select first. Therefore, Leeds provides excellent information but could make the journey through that information even simpler.
Overall, Leeds performs strongly because it combines explanation, practical access and evidence of multi-agency working. This closely reflects the Early Help System Guide's emphasis on helping families navigate local services.
Analysis 2: Staffordshire County Council
Staffordshire also provides a clear Early Help offer. Its dedicated Early Help page begins with a simple explanation that families sometimes need additional or specific support and that Early Help involves local services providing information, advice, guidance and support at an early stage (Staffordshire County Council, 2026a).
This use of plain language is a major strength. Rather than using complex safeguarding terminology, the website explains Early Help in a way that a parent or carer is more likely to understand. It also provides access to Staffordshire Connects, which contains information about local services.
Staffordshire's Family Hubs provide another important access point. Families can find parenting support, family learning, domestic abuse support, activities and other services. The Family Support Services page also identifies the Community Family Support Service and Family Practitioner Service and Early Help Team (Staffordshire County Council, 2026b).
The Families First approach is another strength. Staffordshire explains that its services work with key partners and that different services are organised locally. It identifies Early Help Teams, safeguarding units, children's disability services and looked-after children's services as part of its wider system (Staffordshire County Council, 2026c). This demonstrates an attempt to provide a joined-up response rather than treating family problems separately.
However, Staffordshire's reliance on Staffordshire Connects can also be viewed as a weakness. Although the directory provides useful information, families may need to leave the main council website to find more detailed support. For a person with limited digital skills, this additional step could become a barrier.
The website is therefore strong in its use of simple language and practical examples, but its information could be more integrated. Staffordshire could improve by making the pathway from the main website to individual services more direct.
Analysis 3: Norfolk County Council
Norfolk has developed a Family Hubs approach designed to bring together different services and provide support from pregnancy through childhood. Its Family Hub model supports children and young people up to 19, or up to 25 for young people with SEND (Norfolk County Council, 2026a).
One strength is its focus on community-based support. Norfolk explains that families can receive support online, in Family Hub locations and in community settings. The approach brings together health, early years and community services, demonstrating the importance placed on multi-agency working (Norfolk County Council, 2026a).
Norfolk also provides a route for families to request support. The Norfolk Safeguarding Children Partnership explains that families can make an online request for support where they require help to prevent difficulties from escalating (Norfolk Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2026). Family Hubs can also provide information and guidance where families have concerns about finances, mental health or children's wellbeing.
A further strength is the emphasis on reaching families who may not normally access services. Norfolk's approach includes community outreach and parent champions, which can make services feel less formal and more approachable. This supports the principle of family involvement and community participation found in the Early Help System Guide (Department for Education, 2022).
However, the information is more spread across different websites and services than it is in Leeds. Families may encounter Norfolk County Council, the Norfolk Safeguarding Children Partnership and NHS-related Family Hub information. While these organisations are working together, the number of online locations may make navigation more difficult for someone simply searching for Early Help.
Norfolk is therefore strong in its partnership and community approach but could improve the digital experience by providing one clearly identifiable starting point for families.111

Overall comparative Analysis
All three local authorities demonstrate a commitment to Early Help and multi-agency working. However, their websites differ in how effectively this information is communicated.
Leeds is strongest in explaining the Early Help pathway. Its graduated approach helps families understand that support can begin with universal services and become more targeted if needs increase. Its Family Hubs also provide a clear example of professionals working together.
Staffordshire is particularly strong in plain English. Its Early Help page directly explains what Early Help means and gives examples of the support available. This makes it accessible to a non-specialist audience. Its main weakness is the reliance on Staffordshire Connects, which can make the user journey less direct.
Norfolk is strongest in community-based and partnership working. Its Family Hub approach brings together health, early years and community services. However, its online information can be more fragmented, meaning families may need to use several websites before finding the appropriate support.
This comparison shows that accessibility is not simply about providing a large amount of information. The Early Help System Guide stresses that families should be able to navigate local services (Department for Education, 2022). Similarly, the 2026 guidance aims for a more seamless Family Help system (Department for Education, 2026). Therefore, the most effective website should provide information that is clear, connected and practical.
On balance, Leeds provides the most effective overall online signposting. Staffordshire is arguably the easiest to understand at an individual page level, while Norfolk has a strong community and partnership model. Leeds combines both clear explanations and practical access routes, making it the strongest overall example.
Conclusion and Recommendations
This report has examined how Leeds, Staffordshire and Norfolk communicate Early Help and family support services through their websites. The analysis demonstrates that all three local authorities recognise the importance of prevention, Family Hubs and multi-agency working. However, their online communication differs in terms of clarity, navigation and accessibility.
Leeds appears to provide the most effective overall information. Its Early Help guidance explains the support pathway clearly, while its Family Hubs bring together different professionals and provide direct access for families. Staffordshire has particularly clear and straightforward language, while Norfolk demonstrates strong community-based partnership working.
There are several recommendations that could improve all three websites:
· Local authorities should provide a single, clearly labelled "Get help for my family" entry point.
· Professional terms should be explained in plain English.
· Websites should clearly explain what happens after a family contacts Early Help.
· Telephone, email and online options should be displayed together.
· Information should be available in accessible formats and different languages where required.
· Local authorities should regularly check their information against Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 so that families are not given outdated information.
· Websites should be tested with parents, carers and young people to understand whether they can actually find and use the information.
Most importantly, websites should be developed around the needs and experiences of families rather than the organisational structure of the local authority. This reflects the Early Help System Guide's focus on family voice and experience. Effective Early Help is not only about having services available. Families must also be able to understand where to find those services and feel confident asking for support. On this basis, Leeds currently provides the strongest overall model of online Early Help signposting.
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