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1. Introduction
Early Help is an essential preventative approach that is part of the UK's child welfare system. It is designed to offer timely, targeted support before family problems reach statutory levels (OGL, 2022). Local authorities are a key provider of signposting to Early Help services via accessible information on their websites. The report looks at three local authority websites (Leeds City Council, Norfolk County Council, and Nottinghamshire County Council) and how they communicate information on Early Help to families. The analysis looks at how clear, accessible, and comprehensive the information is and offers a recommendation as to the best local authority website.
2. Explanation of the Early Help System
The Early Help System is a multi-agency, organized way of working to help at the earliest possible opportunity (OGL, 2022). The Early Help System Guide states that the system is a network of services, processes, and interactions to intervene with children and families before needs become unmanageable. It works on the basis of “the right help, right time” and takes place within local strategic safeguarding partnerships (OGL, 2022).
Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023), the importance of Early Help not only being proactive but also being easily accessible and responsive to families of all ages (Department for Education, 2025). Early Help is a better strategy for ensuring children's well-being than taking action when issues have become entrenched, as the statutory guidance expressly states. It expands the responsibility of all agencies to proactively assess and respond to new needs before statutory action is required (HM Government, 2023).
The Early Help System Guide provides details of a ‘Continuum of Need' which allows practitioners to determine a family's level of need and match appropriate support. Family Hubs have been identified as a major point of access to services, with families presented with a ‘front door’ to all services and support, from general health through to targeted early help services (Boddy et al., 2009).
Early Help is supported by the Children Act (1989), which states the duty of local education authorities to safeguard and foster the welfare of children in need. The system is also supported by the Children Act (2004), which further enhanced inter-agency co-operation in child protection. These laws collectively place local authorities under a statutory duty in England for Early Help.
3. Explanation of Multi-Agency Working
Multi-agency working is key to the effective provision of Early Help and other safeguarding issues within England (Warmington et al., 2004). Good outcomes for children rely on robust partnership working between all agencies throughout the system of help, support, and protection, as highlighted in Working Together to Safeguard Children (HM Government 2023). This needs the involvement of health, education, social care, police, and voluntary organizations working towards common objectives with families.
The 2023 guidance has new expectations for multi-agency working, such as the introduction of new practice standards to enhance coordinated child protection (HM Government, 2023). Safeguarding partners (local authority, ICS, and the Chief Constable of police) must put in place and keep in place effective local safeguarding arrangements that have Early Help as a fundamental part of their work.
Interdisciplinary working enables joint assessment and planned action, such as by utilizing the Team Around the Family (TAF) approach, which is designed to ensure a shared plan for the family, involving all agencies that provide support for them (OGL, 2022). Atkinson et al. (2007) have found multi-agency working to be beneficial in early identification of need and avoiding duplicate services. Information sharing, professional boundaries, and conflicting organizational cultures are still some of the challenges that can hinder effective collaboration (Frost and Robinson, 2007).
4. Evaluation of Local Authority Websites
4.1 Leeds City Council
The Leeds City Council Early Help offer is well developed and easy to find on the Council's website (Leeds City Council, 2025). The Leeds Local Offer website makes clear that the approach of Early Help is a multi-agency, collaborative process about “Right Conversations, Right People, Right Time” (Leeds City Council, 2025). This language is accessible and free of jargon, and can be understood by non-professional audiences, and is family-friendly to understand the purpose of Early Help.
The Leeds website gives an overview of four principles, including ‘Right Conversations’, ‘The 3As’ (Attend, Attain, Achieve), and the Leeds Practice Framework, as well as the notion that ‘Early Help is Everybody's Business' (Leeds City Council 2025). They are in line with the Early Help System Guide and, as a result, Leeds has successfully transformed national guidance into an offer to families that is meaningful locally.
The Leeds website is very clear about the seven Family Hub locations and provides a physical address, contact email, and a telephone number for each location. This information is very useful for families to make direct contact and to remove potential barriers to access. In addition, seven new family hubs opened up around the city in April 2025 to enhance the accessibility of the city centre (Leeds City Council, 2025). An innovative tool to improve the accessibility of information, the site also includes an embedded video on the Early Help process.
Additionally, 22 cluster partnership provision points are identified on the Leeds website, further highlighting the diverse provision available to families across a range of agencies (Leeds City Council, 2025). The series of clusters are schools, health services, police, social work, and third sector organizations, meeting the statutory need in Working Together to Safeguard Children to work together as a whole.
4.2 Norfolk County Council
Norfolk County Council's website offers easy access to an easily structured Early Help information for families (Norfolk County Council, 2024). Early Help is defined by Norfolk County Council (2024) as providing information, advice, and guidance to families "from the moment trouble starts" to prevent "worrysomish stuff from getting bigger!" This framing is in keeping with the preventative approach of the Early Help System Guide to make the purpose clear to the lay audience.
Early Help services are available to any family member with a child aged up to 18 or for anyone under 25 with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) (Norfolk County Council, 2024). The quality of the information included is well done, especially that of a SEND nature, which makes for a website inclusive and reflective of all families' needs. Norfolk has a ‘Best Start Family Hubs' model in place too, providing all families in Norfolk with both face-to-face and online access.
The use of the threshold document: Supporting Children and Families - Right Help at the Right Time is a strength of Norfolk's website, which provides clarity on levels of need and how to refer to appropriate services (Norfolk Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2024). This is especially useful for professionals but also available for use by families. In addition, Norfolk's service to children website enables the family and professionals to electronically request support, bringing a modern and efficient approach.
Norfolk County Council (2024) also notes that although Early Help information is available on a variety of sub-pages within the Norfolk website, this can detract from the family experience. Not having a landing page might potentially make it hard for vulnerable families to navigate if they are already having trouble.
4.3 Nottinghamshire County Council
The Early Help offer across Nottinghamshire County Council is communicated via the Early Help Unit webpage of their website and the Family Hub Networks section of their site (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2024). The Early Help Unit is described as being a key contact and coordinating point for all Early Help services, which ensures the family knows which is the most appropriate to access. This centralized approach is in line with the national guidance within the Early Help System Guide to ensure there is a coherent, joined-up approach.
There is a specific telephone line on which the Early Help Unit can be contacted (0115 804 1248), and families and professionals alike can self-refer to the Early Help Unit (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2024). Like many websites, this explicitly states that parents do not need to be referred to access services; this reduces barriers for parents to seek help and may incentivize additional parents to seek services voluntarily.
One strength to mention is Nottinghamshire County Council's rollout of Family Hub Networks throughout the county, following a consultation process (Nottinghamshire County Council 2024). These kinds of hubs are places to continue to engage with children and their families, making the children's center buildings into a complete range of family support spaces, from the point of conception to age 19. However, one drawback is that the Early Help content is fragmented across multiple areas of the web; there are separate pages for the Early Help Unit, Family Hubs, and the Families Information Service. This disintegration could impede a family's capacity to rapidly and effectively pinpoint the most pertinent resources.
Nottinghamshire also refers families to the ‘Notts Help Yourself’ website, which is a directory of local services (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2024). This is a good resource, but it is not linked to the council website, and families have to go to an entirely new one to get a full picture of the services on offer, which can be a barrier for those not as tech-savvy.
5. Comparative Analysis
There is a commitment by all three local authority websites to the communication of Early Help information to families, and there is a lot of variance in terms of structure, clarity, and user experience. The Leeds City Council is the only place that has put in place signposted hubs, with clear contact information, and the approach to early help is straightforwardly explained (Leeds City Council, 2025). In contrast, both Norfolk and Nottinghamshire make Early Help information accessible on several platforms, leading to a more disjointed user journey for families. Accessibility is similar across all three councils, with all offering digital referral options, reflecting the focus on multi-channel communication in public services (Ofsted, 2022). Online video content or interactive materials are used in Leeds and Norfolk, and are used more significantly by text-based information in Nottinghamshire. Facing adversity, families may find themselves not easily accessing complex written information, which can lead to a reliance upon multiple formats in communication (Brandon et al., 2020). When it comes to communicating multi-agency working, Leeds is most specific when it comes to the partner agencies that are part of cluster working, such as the police, third sector organizations, and health services (Leeds City Council, 2025). For Norfolk, the partnership is with the Norfolk Safeguarding Children Partnership, and for Nottinghamshire, it is the Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hub (MASH). The three support the statutory commitment in Working Together to Safeguard Children to integrate multi-agency working into the delivery of Early Help.
6. Conclusion and Recommendations
Analysis of the above shows that Leeds City Council provides the best and easiest to access information on Early Help of the three local authorities studied. Its website provides a single and easy-to-use understanding of the provision of Early Help, information about Family Hub locations, accessible language, and embedded video resources. The combination of these features reflects best practice in public information communication and most closely follows the principles of the Early Help System Guide.
In all three councils, there are recommendations for improving accessibility in terms of providing multi-lingual web pages, interactive elements (including self-assessment questionnaires) to help identify individual family needs, and for all contact information to be kept up to date and clearly visible on all web pages. The enhancement of communication and information about Early Help to the public would contribute to the ambition of Working Together to Safeguard Children (HM Government, 2023).
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