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a. Introduction
Early help is an important part of children’s services in England because it aims to identify difficulties affecting children, young people and families at an early stage, before these difficulties become more serious. Families may need support for a variety of reasons, including parenting challenges, financial hardship, domestic abuse, poor mental health, social attendance difficulties, relationship problems or concerns about a child’s development and wellbeing.
Local authorities have an important role in ensuring that families can access appropriate service and that professionals work together to provide coordinate support. Council websites are one way of communicating information about early help, explaining how families can request assistance, identify available services and provide contact details for relevant organisations. 
This report evaluates the websites of Leeds city council, Staffordshire County council and Norfolk County council. It explains the early help system and multi-agency working before examining how each council communication its services to families. The report then compares the strengths and weaknesses of the three websites and makes recommendations for improvement.
The evaluation considers the accessibility, clarity, organisations and usefulness of the information presented to families, as well as the extent to which the websites explain how to obtain support. The analysis is based on publicly available online information and should be understood as an evaluation of website communication rather than a comprehensive assessment of the quality of the council’s actual services.
b. Explanation of the early help system
Early help refers to support provided to children, young people and families when emerging difficulties are identified, with the aim of preventing problems from escalating and improving outcomes. It can be offered at different stages of childhood and adolescences and may involve universal services, targeted family support or more specialist intervention.
Early help is not a single service. Instead, it is an approach that brings together different forms of assistance according to the needs of the child and family. Support may be provided by schools, health visitors, GP’s, family support workers, children’s centres, family hubs, youth services and voluntary organisations.
Main principles of early help
· early identification: recognizing difficulties before they become more serious
· family participation: involving children, parents and carers in decisions about the support they receive
· prevention: reducing the likelihood that emerging difficulties will require more intensive intervention
· personalized support: matching services to the individual needs and circumstances of each family
· partnership working encouraging professionals and organisations to coordinate their support
· review and improvement: monitoring progress and adapting support when circumstances change
early help may address issues such as parenting difficulties, emotional wellbeing, school attendance, financial pressures, housing problems, domestic abuse and additional needs or disabilities. The type and level of support depend on the circumstances of the family.
Levels of support 
Universal support: services available to all families, including schools, GPs, health visitors, childcare provision and general parenting information
Targeted early help: additional support for families experiencing or multiple difficulties, such as parenting support, family assessment, school-based interventions or help from a family support worker.
Specialist or statutory support: more intensive intervention where needs cannot be met through early help alone, or where safeguarding concerns require a statutory response.
These levels describe a general approach rather than a single nationally standardized pathway. Local arrangements differ between councils. Early help is normally voluntary, with the agreement of the family sought, whereas child protection action may be necessary without parental consent when legal safeguarding requirements apply. 
Leeds city council, for example, describes a graduated approach in which universal and targeted service support most needs, with family hubs and specialist services available when additional help is required.
c. Explanation of multi-agency working
Multi- agency working is the process by which professionals from different organisations cooperate to identify needs, share relevant information, plan interventions and provide coordinated support to children and families. It is particularly important in early help because family difficulties often involve more than one area of life.
For example, a child experiencing poor school attendance may also be affected by parental mental health difficulties, financial hardship or conflict at home. A school may identify the attendance concern, while a health professional or family support worker helps address the underlying issues. Working together allows professionals to consider the family’s circumstances as a whole rather than treating each problem separately.
d. An evaluation of each of your three local authority websites.
Leeds city council
Strengths: 
Leeds city council’s website provides a clear explanation of early help as an approach that aims to give children and families the right support at the right time. Its early help guidance explains that intervention should begin when difficulties emerge, rather than waiting until they become more serious. It also recognizes the importance of involving parents and carers in decisions and building on their existing strengths.
A notable strength is its explanation of the graduated approach to support. The website describes how families may receive help through universal services, schools, children’s centres, youth services and local clusters before accessing additional assistance through family hubs or specialist services. This helps explain the early help is not restricted to families already involved with social care.
The family hubs and early help front door guidance are particularly useful because it explains the role of multidisciplinary teams. The teams include early help practitioners, social workers and professionals with expertise in areas such as mental health, substance use, domestic abuse, special educational needs and disabilities (SEND), and policing. The central access point also provides a route for families and professionals to seek advice.
Another strength is the breadth of family information available. Leeds provides information about services for children aged 0-5, family hubs, parenting programmers, financial support, housing, young people and SEND. Its family information service also provides a telephone number and email address for further enquiries.
In addition, Leeds reported launching redesigned early help and family information content in April 2025 following user research intended to improve navigation, accessibility and the organisation of information. This demonstrates an explicit effort to make online information more responsive to the needs of families and practitioners.
Weaknesses and areas for improvement:
Although Leeds provides substantial information, families may need to consult several pages to understand the overall process, identify a suitable service and determine their next steps. The early help guidance, family hubs information and family information service each serve different purposes, so the relationship between them may not be immediately obvious to someone unfamiliar with the system.
The use of terms such as universal services, targeted support, early help front door and graduated approach may also be difficult for some parents to understand. Definitions and short examples could make the information more accessible,
Furthermore, although the website identifies contact routes, families may benefit from a simple step-by- step guide explaining what happens after they request help, whether they an approach services themselves, what information they may need and how quickly they can expect a response. Clearer explanations of what to expect could reduce uncertainty.
Overall evaluation:
Leeds communicates early help through a structured explanation of support levels and a multidisciplinary family hubs model. Its strengths are the breadth of information, the explanation of partnership working and the provision of a central access point. The main opportunity of improvement is to make the pathway from identifying a problem to obtaining support even simpler for families.
Staffordshire county council 
Strengths:
Staffordshire county council communicates early help through its families’ first services, which bring together local services supporting children, young people and families. The websites explain that support is delivered across 19 geographical patches within Staffordshire’s eight districts, helping to communicate the locally organised nature of its services.
A major strength is the practical explanation of what early help teams do. The council identifies four types of support; advice and guidance, one-to-one assistance, group and family sessions, and support through schools. This is helpful because families can see examples of the assistance they may receive rather than being presented only with a general definition of early help.
Staffordshire also communicates different routes into support. Its families’ first pages explain how families can request assistance, what to do if a child already has a worker, and where to seek help when there are safeguarding concerns. 
Another strength is the website’s practical information about family hub. The council provides a directory that allows users to find a hub by district. It also describes parenting courses, family learning, community family support and help for families experiencing difficulties with parenting or children’s behaviour.
This combination of service descriptions, local contact information and referral guidance supports families who need to identify a suitable service or understand how to approach the council.
Weaknesses and areas for improvement:
The families first section includes information about early help alongside safeguarding, children in care and specialist services. Although this reflects the connected nature of children’s services, families seeking non-statutory support may find it difficult to distinguish preventative assistance from services responding to more serious safeguarding concerns.
The council could improve the user experience by presenting clearer pathways based on common needs. For example, separate routes could be provided for parenting advice, school attendance, financial difficulties, emotional wellbeing and concerns about a child’s safety.
Another potential weakness is that families may not immediately know which local team or professional they should contact. Although the website provides geographical information and a central telephone number, a prominent question-led guide could make the first step earlier.
Staffordshire could also explain more consistently what happens following a request for help, how assessments are carried out, how families participate in planning and how progress is reviewed. Providing brief examples of how different services work together would help parents understand the process.
Overall evaluation
Staffordshire's website is practical and service focused. Its strengths include clear descriptions of Early Help Team activities, local Family Hub information and contact details for accessing assistance. Improvements could focus on separating preventative support more clearly from safeguarding information and providing a simpler, needs-based route through the website.
Norfolk county council
Strengths:
Norfolk communicates Early Help through a partnership-based approach that recognises support as the responsibility of different services, rather than the responsibility of a single team. The Norfolk Safeguarding Children Partnership explains that Early Help is an approach used by services working with children, young people and families to identify unmet needs and help families address difficulties before they become more serious. 
A strength of this approach is its emphasis on the whole family. Early Help can address concerns relating to children's wellbeing alongside parental mental health, finances, housing and other circumstances affecting family life. This provides a broad understanding of need rather than concentrating on one difficulty in isolation.
Norfolk's Family Hubs offer another important strength. The family-facing information explains that hubs provide online and in-person support, advice and guidance for families from pregnancy through childhood and adolescence, including young people up to age 25 with SEND. The website also signposts parenting support, child development information, activities and ways to request additional help.
The safeguarding partnership's guidance also distinguishes community-based Early Help from more targeted Family Help and safeguarding responses. This can help professionals understand the appropriate level of intervention and avoid escalating cases unnecessarily when community support is sufficient. 
Furthermore, a UK government report describing Norfolk's approach highlights its development towards more integrated, preventative and whole-family support, with community organisations and public services contributing to the wider system. 
Weaknesses and areas for improvement:
Norfolk's Early Help information is available through several connected websites, including the county council, safeguarding partnership and NHS-commissioned family information service. Although these sites provide different kinds of useful information, families may not always recognise which site is the best starting point.
The use of different terminology across the system, including Early Help, Family Help, community-based support and Family Hubs, could also create uncertainty. A single, plainly written guide explaining the differences between these routes would make the process easier to follow.
Another area for improvement is the visibility of contact and referral options. Families should be able to identify quickly whether they can ask for support themselves, whether they need a professional to help them, and what happens after a request is submitted.
The website could also provide more consistent explanations of response times, the information families should prepare, how personal information is handled and what support is available if a family cannot use online services.
Overall evaluation:
Norfolk presents Early Help as a shared, whole-family responsibility and offers a broad range of online and community-based support. Its strengths include partnership working, family-focused information and access through Family Hubs. Its main improvement opportunity is to make the relationship between the council, safeguarding partnership and family-facing websites clearer.
e. A comparative analysis of the main strengths and weaknesses of how the locals communicate the early help and other services available to families.
The three local authorities communicate a shared objective: helping families access support early and coordinating services around children’s needs. However, their websites differ in how they explain the Early Help process, present service information and guide families towards assistance.
Comparison of the main strengths 
	Area of comparison
	Leeds City Council
	Staffordshire County Council
	Norfolk County Council

	Explanation of Early Help
	Explains early intervention and a graduated approach to support.
	Explains the practical role of Early Help Teams and Families First.
	Emphasises prevention, whole-family support an shared responsibility. 

	Access to services 
	Family Hubs and an Early Help Front Door provide a central access route.
	Provides a central telephone contact and local Family Hub directory.
	Offers Family Hubs and information across council, partnership and family-facing websites.

	Multi-agency working
	Describes multidisciplinary teams and specialist expertise.
	Explains coordinated local services and the role of Families First.
	Emphasises partnership working across community and public services.

	Range of family support
	Parenting, financial support, housing, SEND and youth services.
	Parenting programmes, family support, school-based assistance and Family Hubs.
	Parenting guidance, child development, wellbeing, community support and Family Hubs.

	Practical guidance
	Explains different levels of support and how Family Hubs contribute.
	Gives practical descriptions of services and routes for contacting support teams.
	Explains different types of support and provides online and in-person options.



The comparison is based on the published information identified on the council’s websites and associated service pages.
 Leeds City Council: comparative strengths and weaknesses
Leeds provides a relatively detailed explanation of its Early Help model. Its description of universal, targeted and specialist support helps explain how needs can be addressed at different levels. The multidisciplinary Family Hubs model also makes the connection between Earl Help and multi-agency working clear.
However, the amount of information available across several pages may create difficulties for users who are unfamiliar with council services. Some families may need a simpler introduction that directs them immediately to the most relevant service.
Staffordshire County Council:
Staffordshire places considerable emphasis on practical service information. Its description of one-to-one support, group session, school support and Family Hubs help families understand what assistance might look in practice.
Its central contact information is also useful for people who are unsure where to start. Nevertheless, information about preventative support and safeguarding can appear within the same broader service area. Clearer separation between these pathways could make the website easier to navigate.
Norfolk County Council: comparative strengths and weaknesses 
Norfolk emphasizes partnership working and the needs of the whole family. Its Family Hubs information also helps communicate that support is available through both online resources and community settings.
However, information is distributed across different websites and organisations. Families may have difficulty understanding the relationship between the council’s services, the safeguarding partnership and the family information resources. Clearer signposting to a single starting point would help address the issue.
Common strengths across the three authorities
The three websites share several positive features:
· Preventative approach: each communicates the importance of identifying family difficulties early.
· Range of support: all provide information about services extending beyond social care, including parenting and wider family support.
· Partnership working: their published information recognizes that children and families may need assistance from different professionals and organisations.
· Recognition of different needs: their services cover a range of circumstances, including children’s development, parental difficulties and safeguarding concerns.
These features are important because accessible information can help families seek assistance earlier and understand the different options available to them.
Common weaknesses across the three websites.
1. Complex terminology
Terms such as early help front door, targeted support, family help and multi-agency assessment may be unfamiliar to parents. Websites should explain these terms in plain English and use consistent wording wherever possible
2. Difficulty identifies the correct service
Families may not know whether they should contact a Family Hub, a school, a family support worker or a safeguarding team. A question-led navigation system could help users identify the appropriate route.
3. Unclear expectations after requesting support
A website should explain what happens after a family makes contact, including whether an assessment may be needed, how support is agreed and how progress is reviewed.
4. Accessibility and inclusion
Information should be easy to understand for people with different literacy levels, disabilities, language needs and levels of digital access. Translation, accessible formats and clear telephone contact options are particularly important.
5. Measuring effectiveness
A website can provide detailed information without necessarily enabling families to find the help they need quickly. Councils should therefore evaluate user experiences, including whether people can identify the correct service, understand the process and complete the next step.
Overall comparative judgement
The three websites demonstrate different approaches to communicating Early Help. Leeds gives particular attention to explaining its graduated support model and multidisciplinary Family Hubs. Staffordshire provides practical descriptions of local teams and routes into support. Norfolk places emphasis on whole-family working and a wider network of community and professional services.
Rather than identifying one council as universally superior, the comparison suggests that each has useful practices that could inform improvements elsewhere. Leeds' explanation of support levels, Staffordshire's practical service descriptions and Norfolk's emphasis on family-wide and partnership support are all relevant examples.
The central issue across the three authorities is how effectively information helps a parent or carer move from recognising a problem to obtaining appropriate assistance.
F. Conclusion with recommendations for areas for improvement.
Conclusion
Early Help plays a significant role in supporting children, young people and families before emerging difficulties become more serious. Its effectiveness depends not only on the availability of services but also on whether families and professionals can understand the support offered and access it at the appropriate time.
The evaluation of Leeds City Council, Staffordshire County Council and Norfolk County Council demonstrates that all three communicate important information about Early Help, family support and multi-agency working. Each provides information about services, explains aspects of its approach and offers routes through which families can seek further assistance.
However, the analysis also identifies opportunities to improve the clarity, consistency and accessibility of online information. Complex terminology, information spread across multiple pages and uncertainty about referral pathways can make it more difficult for families to identify the correct service.
Improving these areas could help families navigate services more confidently, support earlier intervention and strengthen communication between families and professionals.
Recommendations
1. Create a clear Early Help starting point
Each council should provide a prominent, dedicated Early Help page that explains what support is available, who can access it and how to request assistance. Links to related services should be organised around the needs of families rather than council departmental structures.
2. Use plain English and consistent terminology
Councils should reduce unnecessary professional language and explain unavoidable technical terms. Short definitions, examples and frequently asked questions could help parents understand the difference between universal services, Early Help, Family Help and safeguarding services.
3. Provide a step-by-step guide to accessing support
Websites should explain the process from the first concern to the provision and review of support. This should include how to make contact, what information may be required, whether an assessment may be undertaken and what families can expect after submitting a request.
4. Improve navigation through needs-based categories
Services could be organised around common family concerns, including:
· Parenting and behaviour.
· School attendance and education.
· Mental health and emotional wellbeing.
· Financial difficulties and housing.
· Domestic abuse and family relationships.
· Special educational needs and disabilities.
· Concerns about children's safety.
This approach would help users identify relevant information without needing to understand the council's internal service structure.
5. Strengthen accessibility and inclusion
Councils should review their pages for readability, mobile accessibility and compatibility with assistive technologies. They should also provide appropriate translation options, alternative formats and clear telephone contacts for families who cannot access online services easily.
6. Improve the communication of multi-agency working
Websites should explain how different professionals work together, what the family can expect from each professional and how information is shared appropriately. A simple diagram or worked example could show how a school, health visitor and family support worker might coordinate assistance.
7. Make contact details and service information easier to maintain
Each council should regularly check that contact details, referral links, eligibility information and service descriptions remain accurate. Pages should display review dates and direct users to the correct service when arrangements change.
8. Evaluate website performance using family feedback
Councils should gather feedback from parents, young people, carers and professionals. Useful measures include whether users can find the right information, understand the eligibility criteria, identify how to request help and successfully complete the next step. Findings should inform regular website improvements.
Final recommendation
The three local authorities could improve their communication by combining clear explanations of Early Help, practical service information and simple routes to assistance. Leeds could continue simplifying the journey between its different information pages, Staffordshire could clarify the distinction between preventative and safeguarding pathways, and Norfolk could improve the connections between its different websites.
Across all three authorities, the priority should be to make the experience of finding help as straightforward and reassuring as possible. A well-organised website cannot replace professional support, but it can help families recognise available options, approach services with greater confidence and obtain assistance when it is needed.
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