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How Do Local Authority Websites Signpost Families to Early Help?
A comparison of Leicestershire, Leeds and Nottinghamshire

[bookmark: introduction][bookmark: _Toc237512143]Introduction
Early Help is the support given to a family as soon as a problem starts, before it becomes serious. It can be used for things such as financial concerns, a child not coping well at school, or a parent who is not coping well. In England, every council must work with health services, schools and the police to ensure families can access this support. Importantly, councils also have a broader responsibility to provide families with clear information and advice about the support available to them, as set out in the Care Act 2014 (Care Act 2014); this report takes this principle as one indicator of how well each website communicates Early Help. This report examines the effectiveness of three council websites in communicating Early Help to families. It compares Leicestershire County Council, Leeds City Council and Nottinghamshire County Council. The report first defines Early Help and explains why it requires a multi-service approach to be effective. It then examines each website individually, then compares all three, and concludes with suggestions for improving them.
[bookmark: what-is-the-early-help-system][bookmark: _Toc237512144]What Is the Early Help System?
Early Help is not one single service. It is defined by the Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and the Department for Education (2022) as a whole system comprising numerous forms of support that are delivered in collaboration. This system consists of three components. The first is universal services that are accessible to all families, including schools, GP surgeries and family hubs. The second is community support, such as voluntary groups, faith groups and online support. The third is more targeted or acute support, for example, social workers, mental health services and domestic abuse services (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022).
Furthermore, Early Help is about preventing small issues from escalating into larger ones. A family that receives help promptly is less likely to require further, more serious help later, such as a social worker or a child protection plan (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022). The 2026 version of Working Together to Safeguard Children clarifies that this specific level of support is now typically referred to as "Family Help". Family Help combines the targeted early help previously known as section 17 of the Children Act 1989 (Children Act 1989) and provides a single plan for a family rather than a succession of plans passed between services (Department for Education, 2026). Family Help is voluntary, and a family must agree before support is provided (Department for Education, 2026).
Notably, this name change is important for this report. Many councils are changing from the term ’Early Help' to ’Family Help ', but families looking online may continue to use the term ’Early Help '. Some families may have difficulty finding a website that uses just one of these names.
[bookmark: why-multi-agency-working-matters][bookmark: _Toc237512145]Why Multi-Agency Working Matters
Multi-agency working means that different services, such as schools, health visitors, police and social workers, work together as one team around a family, instead of working alone. Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 outlines five principles that should be followed at all levels of this team working: services should work together, learn from one another, share resources, involve everyone fairly and challenge each other in a respectful way (Department for Education, 2026).
Significantly, this joined-up approach is supported by research and is effective when implemented well. Sloper (2004) reviewed research on multi-agency working in children's services and concluded that it is most effective when there are clear aims, clear roles for each worker, and good communication between services. Sloper (2004) also noted that multi-agency working can be problematic if communication is poor or there is no clear understanding of who does what. This is important for families seeking assistance, because if services are not coordinated behind the scenes, a family may be required to retell their story to numerous individuals. To prevent this, Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 states that a family should have one main worker, known as a Lead Practitioner, who co-ordinates all the support and ensures that the family is not passed from one person to another (Department for Education, 2026).
In the context of a council website, good information should not simply provide a list of services. A good website should also demonstrate to families that these services are interdependent, so they understand what to expect and feel confident in requesting assistance.
[bookmark: evaluation-of-the-three-websites][bookmark: _Toc237512146]                                              Evaluation of the Three Websites
[bookmark: leicestershire-county-council][bookmark: _Toc237512147]Leicestershire County Council
Leicestershire County Council's primary family page is "Help for Children and Families" (2026). This page explains that the old "Children and Family Wellbeing Service" is now called "Family Help". Indeed, the page has good strengths. It provides a phone number and outlines two clear pathways for families to seek support: they can use an online form to self-refer, or a professional (for example, a teacher) can fill out a Multi-Agency Referral Form to refer to a family. The page also provides links to a variety of specific topics, including domestic abuse, mental health, support for children with special educational needs, an information directory, and local Family Hubs.
However, the page does not make clear what the terms "Early Help" and "Family Help" refer to before the services are listed. A parent who does not already understand these words may not realise that this page is what they are looking for. The term 'Early Help' is predominantly used in professional referral forms, not in simple explanations for families.
[bookmark: leeds-city-council][bookmark: _Toc237512148]Leeds City Council
Leeds has a clear and confident explanation of its approach. The Leeds Safeguarding Children Partnership (2026) page states that the aim is to give children, young people and families "the right conversation, with the right person, at the right time". This simple, easy-to-remember phrase helps to clarify the concept of Early Help without jargon. The page also describes 22 local "clusters" that bring together schools, health services, and the council in each area of the city. This is a good, clear demonstration of multi-agency work, as it shows a family which services are working together in their immediate vicinity, rather than services listed individually. The page also states that Ofsted judged Leeds City Council's children's services to be "outstanding" in 2022, giving families reassurance that the support is of high quality.
Nevertheless, the main challenge for Leeds is that useful information is spread across multiple websites: the Leeds City Council website, the Leeds Safeguarding Children Partnership website, the Leeds Local Offer website, and Leeds for Learning. A family might need to visit more than one of these to get a complete picture, and the best explanation is on a safeguarding partnership website, not the page a family is most likely to visit first.
[bookmark: nottinghamshire-county-council][bookmark: _Toc237512149]Nottinghamshire County Council
Nottinghamshire's key page is "Referring to Early Help Services" (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2026). Clearly, the most obvious advantage is that it distinguishes information for families from information for professionals from the beginning. Families are told they can call the Early Help Unit or contact their local Family Hub to self-refer, while a different, more detailed process is set out for professionals. The page also explains what happens if a Family Hub cannot meet a need, saying the Early Help Unit will help find other support, such as a counselling service. This demonstrates some transparency on what comes next.
Nottinghamshire's information is also spread across multiple pages, such as early years and childcare, Family Hub Networks, and the safeguarding 'MASH' page, as in Leeds. The term 'MASH' (Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hub) is not explained in plain English, which may be confusing to a parent who has not heard this term before.
[bookmark: comparing-the-three-websites][bookmark: _Toc237512150]Comparing the Three Websites
All three councils provide families with a telephone number and a means of requesting assistance, and all three councils refer to support being provided by more than one service working together. Notably, there are clear differences. Leeds provides the best plain-English definition of what Early Help means and the best evidence of multi-agency working in its local clusters, as well as through an external quality check (Ofsted). Leicestershire is the most straightforward of the three in providing two simple routes into support, a self-referral form and a professional referral form, on one page, and it has the most comprehensive list of specific family topics. Nottinghamshire is the clearest about splitting information for families from information for professionals, but it also uses the most unexplained jargon, such as "MASH".
Significantly, a weakness shared by all three websites is that none of them puts a short, simple definition of "Early Help" or "Family Help" right at the very top of the page a family is most likely to land on first. It is assumed that the reader is familiar with some council language at each site. This is important because, as the Early Help System Guide states, a mature Early Help system should be "no wrong door" for a family seeking help (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022); a confusing website can be a wrong door if a family gives up before they reach the right page.
All three websites also require families to be online and comfortable with using websites. This links to wider research on digital exclusion. The Local Government Association (2026) reports that digital inclusion is closely linked to other problems families may face, such as poverty and poor health, meaning families who most need Early Help may also be least able to find it online. A website that is not easy to use or uses jargon that is not explained may not meet this requirement for some families, particularly those with a disability. Family Fund (2026) recommends that public digital services should be tested with a wide range of users and should always offer an accessible offline option, such as a phone line, for families who cannot easily use a website. All three councils have a phone number, which is a positive step, but none of the websites clearly explains what to expect of that phone call in plain English.
[bookmark: conclusion-and-recommendations][bookmark: _Toc237512151]Conclusion and Recommendations
Early Help relies on the effective working of a range of services, and a council website is frequently the first point of contact for a family. Leeds City Council has the most effective and accessible information on Early Help, primarily due to plain-language explanations and clear descriptions of multi-agency 'clusters', although the information is spread across multiple websites.
In conclusion, based on this comparison, four recommendations are suggested for all three councils.
· Include one short, plain-English description of "Early Help" (or "Family Help") at the top of the family-facing page, before listing individual services, so that a parent immediately knows that they are in the right place.
· Use both terms, "Early Help" and "Family Help", together where possible, so families searching with either word can find the same information.
· Bring information for families onto fewer pages, with a clear "for families" and "for professionals" split, similar to Nottinghamshire's approach, but with jargon such as "MASH" explained in plain words.
· Test websites with real families, including those with disabilities and/or limited digital confidence, and ensure that a clear, well-explained phone option is always provided in addition to the website.
These changes would not necessitate the creation of new services, but rather more effective communication with the services that are already available. Ultimately, this would enable more families to access appropriate support at the right time, before small issues escalate into larger ones.
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