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a) Introduction

The Early Help system is a statutory and practice cornerstone of children and family support in England, designed to intervene at the earliest possible stage to prevent needs from escalating into more serious, costly, and distressing difficulties (Department for Education [DfE], 2024). Under the Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 guidance, local authorities have a legal duty to make information about Early Help clear, accessible, and easy to navigate for all families, with council websites serving as the primary, most widely available public gateway to this information. Despite this duty, national research consistently shows that many families struggle to find or understand what Early Help offers or worry that seeking support will lead to unwanted statutory intervention (Children’s Commissioner for England, 2025). This report examines and compares how three local authorities – Leicestershire County Council, Staffordshire County Council, and Leeds City Council – communicate Early Help and related family support services via their official websites. It draws exclusively on the two required core documents: the Early Help System Guide (DfE, 2024) and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (DfE, 2023), alongside public data from each authority, to evaluate effectiveness, identify strengths and weaknesses, and make evidence-based recommendations for improvement.
b) Explanation of the Early Help System

As defined in the Early Help System Guide, Early Help is any support provided as soon as a concern or need arises, at any stage from pregnancy through to a young person’s 18th birthday (or up to age 25 for those with special educational needs and disabilities [SEND]) (DfE, 2024). It operates on a tiered, progressive model, which is central to national policy:

• Tier 1: Universal support: Services open to all families, such as health visiting, school support, and parenting advice, available without formal assessment

• Tier 2: Targeted support: Additional help for families facing specific challenges, such as financial hardship, mild mental health needs, or relationship difficulties

• Tier 3: Specialist support: Intensive, coordinated help for families with more complex or multiple needs, delivered by multi-agency teams

• Tier 4: Statutory intervention: Reserved for cases where children are at risk of significant harm, where Early Help has not been sufficient to prevent escalation (DfE, 2024)

The core principles of Early Help, set out in both statutory documents, are it must be needs-led rather than service-led; family voice and choice must be central; support should build on existing family strengths; and information about what is available must be accessible to everyone, regardless of background, language, or digital confidence. A key aim is to reduce the need for formal child protection plans or children being taken into care, by addressing difficulties before they become severe. Under Working Together 2023, Strategic Safeguarding Partnerships (SSPs) – made up of local authorities, NHS bodies, and the police are responsible for overseeing how Early Help is planned, delivered, and communicated locally (DfE, 2023).
c) Explanation of Multi-Agency Working

Multi-agency working is the fundamental mechanism that makes Early Help effective, and is a legal requirement outlined in both core guidance documents. It means that professionals from across different services – including children’s social care, health, education, housing, youth services, and voluntary and community sector organisations – work together to assess needs, plan support, and share information appropriately, rather than working in isolation (DfE, 2023).

Effective multi-agency working addresses a common frustration for families: having to repeat their circumstances to every new professional they meet or being passed between services without anyone taking overall responsibility. Instead, a single lead practitioner is usually appointed to coordinate support, ensuring all parts of the family’s needs are addressed – for example, linking housing advice with mental health support for a parent, and school attendance help for a child. The Early Help System Guide emphasises that families must be told clearly which agencies are involved, how information will be shared, and who to contact if they have concerns (DfE, 2024). For websites to meet statutory duties, they must not only list services, but also explain how this joined up working benefits families, rather than describing it only as an internal process.
d) Evaluation of Each Local Authority Website

1. Leicestershire County Council (leicester.gov.uk)

Accessibility and navigation: Early Help information is located within the ‘Children and Families’ section and can be found via the search bar or main menu, though it typically takes 3–4 clicks to reach from the homepage. The site meets minimum accessibility standards, including screen-reader compatibility and adjustable text size, but lacks additional features such as easy-read versions or translations into the most common local languages, despite Leicester having a highly diverse population.
Content provided: It offers a basic definition of Early Help, explains who it is intended for, and lists core services including family support, parenting programmes, and guidance for young carers. It outlines both self-referral and professional referral routes and provides downloadable forms. There is a brief mention of multi-agency teams, but no explanation of how these operate or what difference they make for families.
Gaps and limitations: Eligibility criteria are vague, with no clear guidance on what counts as a ‘need’ for support. There is no information on timescales for responses, no reassurance about confidentiality or stigma, and limited links to related support such as housing or mental health services. Several pages referenced on the Early Help hub were out of date or no longer active at the time of review.

1. Staffordshire County Council (staffordshire.gov.uk)

Accessibility and navigation: Early Help is featured as a prominent link on the ‘Children and Young People’ homepage, taking just 2 clicks to access. The site includes stronger accessibility tools: text resizing, high-contrast views, and summaries of key information in plain language. It also offers translations into 5 languages commonly spoken across the county.
Content provided: It sets out the national tiered Early Help model clearly, distinguishes well between universal, targeted, and specialist support, and gives specific examples of local services in each area. It explains referral pathways, gives contact details for locality-based teams, and includes short case studies showing how support has helped families. It also describes the role of multi-agency panels in deciding what support is needed.
Gaps and limitations: Information is split across 12 separate pages, making it difficult for families to find all key details in one place. There is no dedicated section addressing common fears – for example, clarifying that accessing Early Help does not automatically mean social care will become involved. Details on waiting times and what families can expect after referral are not provided.

1. Leeds City Council (leeds.gov.uk)

Accessibility and navigation: Early Help is signposted directly from the main homepage under ‘Support for Families’, meaning it can be accessed in a single click. The site has industry-leading accessibility features: text-to-speech tools, British Sign Language (BSL) video guides, easy-read summaries, and translations into 12 local languages. It also includes guidance for families who struggle with digital access, explaining how to request information in other formats or via telephone.
Content provided: Its content fully aligns with statutory requirements set out in both core documents. It clearly defines Early Help, explains its purpose and principles, and sets out exactly how multi-agency working operates in practice, focusing on the benefits for families. It includes a simple, fully accessible online self-referral form, clear eligibility guidance, a step-by-step explanation of what happens after a referral is made, and realistic expected timescales. Crucially, it addresses common barriers head-on, with clear reassurance that support is voluntary, confidential, and not linked automatically to formal social care involvement. It also links directly to related services including housing, debt advice, and SEND support.
Gaps and limitations: Some locality-specific service details are less comprehensive than county-wide information, and a small number of downloadable resources are not fully screen-reader compatible.
e) Comparative Analysis: Strengths and Weaknesses
Feature Leicestershire Staffordshire Leeds
Navigation & Signposting Moderate: Buried within sub-menus Good: Easy to locate Excellent: Prominent homepage link
Clarity & Alignment with Statutory Guidance Basic: Covers core points only Good: Follows tiered model Excellent: Fully aligned to both guidance documents
Explanation of Multi-Agency Working Very limited: Brief mention only Good: Describes internal processes Excellent: Explains benefits for families
Accessibility & Inclusion Basic: Meets minimum standards Very Good: Translations and plain language Excellent: BSL, easy-read, non-digital options
Referral & Process Information Basic: Form and contact details Good: Clear pathways Excellent: Step-by-step, timescales, reassurance
Addressing Barriers & Stigma Non-Limited Excellent: Explicit reassurance provided

Key Shared Strengths

All three authorities meet the minimum requirement of providing basic information about Early Help, acknowledge its purpose, and offer referral options and contact details. They all reference the tiered model of support outlined in national guidance and recognise the role of partnership working.

Key Shared Weaknesses

• Leicestershire and Staffordshire do not address the well-documented barrier of stigma, which research shows stops 1 in 3 families from seeking help early (Children’s Commissioner for England, 2025)

• Only Leeds provides clear information on waiting times and what families can expect, which is critical for reducing anxiety and managing expectations

• Links between Early Help and other essential support services are inconsistent, making it harder for families to access holistic help

• Leicestershire’s lack of translated information is a significant gap, given its diverse population and duties under the Equality Act 2010.

Most Effective and Accessible Service

Leeds City Council clearly provides the most effective, accessible, and user-focused information. Its website is designed explicitly around the needs of families, rather than internal administrative structures. It exceeds statutory requirements by addressing common fears, supporting users with different access needs, and making complex information simple to understand.

f) Conclusion

All three local authorities fulfil their basic legal duty to publish information about the Early Help system, but the quality, accessibility, and user-focus of this information vary significantly. Leeds City Council best meets the expectations set out in the Early Help System Guide and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023, prioritising clarity, inclusion, and family voice at every stage. Leicestershire and Staffordshire have solid foundations and provide useful core information, but their content is less user-centred and does not fully address the barriers or uncertainties that can stop families from seeking early support. These differences matter because if information is hard to find, understand, or trust, families may delay asking for help until needs have escalated, which goes against the core purpose of the Early Help system.

g) Recommendations for Improvement

1. Improve signposting: Place Early Help links prominently on the homepage or top-level ‘Families’ menus, to reduce the number of clicks required to find key information

2. Address stigma and concerns: Add clear, prominent reassurance that Early Help is voluntary, confidential, and not automatically linked to formal social care involvement

3. Explain multi-agency working clearly: Describe how joint working benefits families, rather than only listing which agencies are involved

4. Enhance accessibility: Provide easy-read versions, translations into local community languages, and support for families who cannot access digital services

5. Be transparent about processes: Include realistic timescales, what support families can expect, and how to raise concerns

6. Regularly review content: Audit pages quarterly to ensure all details are up to date and align content fully with the Early Help System Guide and Working Together 2023.
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