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[bookmark: _Toc233320757]Introduction
Early Help is a key component of child welfare and safeguarding in England. It is designed to ensure that children, young people, and families are supported from the outset of any difficulties, to prevent issues becoming crises or needing the statutory social care sector to intervene (Department for Education (DfE), 2023; DfE, 2023). In addition to the availability of Early Help services, what happens to the families if they do not understand or have access to them is important. The clarity and ease with which content is available online is significant to the delivery of services, as parents and carers will likely seek this information as their first point of contact with the local authority.
This report looks at the signposting of Early Help on the website of Leeds City Council, Southwark Council and Nottinghamshire County Council. It looks at the ways each authority provides information to families, based on Supporting Families: Early Help System Guide and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023. The report assesses the clarity, accessibility, referral pathways and coordinated support on the website before comparing its effectiveness.
[bookmark: _Toc233320758]The Early Help system
Early help is described in the Supporting Families: Early Help System Guide as a system of support, relationships and processes to identify and respond to needs at the earliest stage (DfE, 2023). It is not a service, but a preventative approach that can help families by providing support in relation to concerns including poor school attendance, emotional wellbeing, parenting, domestic abuse, housing and financial hardship (DfE, 2023; YoungMinds, 2025). The main goal is to deliver the “right help at the right time” and to avoid problems escalating.
This preventative approach is backed up by Working Together to safeguard Children 2023 which states that children should be supported as soon as needs are identified (DfE, 2023). Early Help is not just part of safeguarding but encompasses all aspects of supporting welfare, building resilience and minimising harm to children in the future (Parton, 2024). Another focus of research is the importance of supporting families before problems escalate to a crisis level by helping them manage the problem on a comprehensive basis (McInnes and Gravallese, 2021; Frost, et al., 2020). Early Help is a voluntary process, which is based on trust, partnership and consent of the family (DfE, 2023). Thus, it is vital for the information to be visible and easy to understand on the websites so that families can identify, comprehend and gain access to the support.
[bookmark: _Toc233320759]Multi-agency working in Early Help
Multi agency working is essential to Early Help as family issues are not usually within the remit of one agency. Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 highlights the importance of working together with local authorities, education, health, police and the voluntary sector to safeguard and promote the welfare of children (DfE, 2023). For example, a child with low attendance and anxiety might need assistance from school personnel, mental health providers, family support workers and may need help from housing and/or financial assistance services simultaneously.
The Early Help System Guide also sees Early Help as a local system, not as a standalone team (DfE, 2023). An effective system will see universal services (schools, GP, health visitors) recognise when help is required and targeted services offer more specific help, and specialist services are available when risk increases. Multi-agency working is not about the efficiency of administration, it is about coherence: families should not find themselves telling their story to a number of agencies or having to seek out several different agencies with a small number of services available. (Bunting et al., 2018; Ball, et al., 2024). Research on family support indicates that by working with families as a whole, through coordinated, relationship based practice, outcomes can be enhanced (Hyslop and Pease, 2025).
On a web-based level, this means that local authority pages should go beyond the definition of Early Help in an abstract way (Baginsky et al., 2021). They need to demonstrate to families how support links together between Family Hubs, schools and children's centres, parental support services, health and safeguarding systems. A good web site is a portal to the local support network. A weak website reveals the complexity of the system but is not accessible or understandable to parents.
[bookmark: _Toc233320760]Evaluation of Leeds City Council website
Leeds has one of the widest and detailed provision for online Early Help offers of the three authorities. Its website talks about Early Help starting to happen “early in the life of the problem” and framing it as an approach “city wide” that covers universal, targeted and more intensive support (Leeds City Council, 2025). This is in line with national guidance as Early Help is not just a single intervention threshold, but a preventative system (DfE, 2023; DfE, 2023).
A major strength of Leeds is the amount of concrete structural information it provides. The Family Hubs page explains that the Family Hubs are where early help support for a family with dependent children (under age 18) is accessed, and for young people aged 18–25 who have SEND and are in education (Leeds City Council, 2025). It also sets out that there are seven Family Hubs in Leeds and specifies these (Leeds City Council, 2025; Leeds Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2025). The website also states that the hub teams comprise early help practitioners, social workers, the alcohol and substance use coordinator, the domestic violence and abuse coordinator, the mental health coordinator, the SEND coordinator and a police officer (Leeds City Council, 2025). This is important because it puts multi-agency working on the agenda, not just as a catch phrase.
Clear contact routes at Leeds as well. The Family Hub central line is 0113 535 0185, and the Family Information Service is 0113 378 9700 (Leeds City Council, 2025; Leeds City Council, 2025). Leeds Safeguarding Children Partnership (2025) also reports that there are 21 cluster partnerships in the city that offer support to families through early help in the local community, around schools and local services. This will help to illustrate the sise and the impact of the local offer.
Leeds' key problem is however that the information about Early Help is distributed over lots of pages, including 1-minute guides and safeguarding pages, which are partially practitioner orientated. There is a wealth of information available, however, not necessarily in the one place that the family can easily access. Leeds is therefore broad and detailed and clearly visible to several agencies, but less so in terms of simplicity and ease of navigation for a parent who may not be familiar with the professional jargon.
[bookmark: _Toc233320761]Evaluation of Southwark Council website
Southwark provides the clearest and most family-friendly presentation of Early Help amongst the three councils. The Early Help pages are accessible and use simple language to let children and families know that help is available for them when their needs are greater than those met by universal services (Southwark Council, 2024). Southwark Council (2024) define Family Early Help as support for children and families with a “number of different problems at the same time” which aims to stop these issues escalating. Accessible and in line with the preventative nature of national policy (DfE, 2023; YoungMinds, 2025).
Southwark's ability to make the local offer into real, tangible information is a key strength. The Local Offer page defines Family Early Help as being provided in seven areas of service: whole family casework; schools work including education inclusion; parenting; Early Help CAMHS and integrated health; Children and family centres; transforming services/Troubled Families; and partnership with Children's Social Care (Southwark Council, 2024). This works especially well as it provides families with a more comprehensive view of the scope of service and makes clear the multi-agency nature of Early Help.
Southwark also has a strong referral and contact system. The website lists a direct Family Early Help duty number, 0207 525 1922, and shows that there are four options to choose from: general enquiries and signposting, duty manager advice about referrals and casework, education, inclusion and attendance support, and parenting support (Southwark Council, 2024). It also clarifies how referrals are made via a Family Early Help referral form which is submitted to earlyhelp@southwark.gov.uk (Southwark Council, 2024). These details are important because they help to alleviate uncertainty for families; they tell them what the service is and how to get in touch.
Leeds has more detail about hubs and how staffing and locality are organised than Southwark. It's much stronger though at the family usability side, though. The website has a better understanding of what support is offered, what it encompasses and what families should do next. Its main drawback is that some information is currently contained in broader Local Offer and children's social care areas, however overall it represents the most coherent and accessible pathway for families to access Early Help.
[bookmark: _Toc233320762]Evaluation of Nottinghamshire County Council website
Nottinghamshire is considered to be midway between Leeds and Southwark when it comes to website accessibility. It provides a relatively open pathway for referral, and a less developed explanation of Early Help as a broader family support system. The council recognises that Early Help services should be delivered to children, young people and families to “get them the right support at the right time”, and that there are two key components of provision, namely: Family Hub Networks and targeted early help services provided by family support and safeguarding teams (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2025). This provides instant understanding of the local offer, and there is a conceptual explanation but it is shorter than that found in Leeds or Southwark.
The best aspect of Nottinghamshire is the clarity of self-referral. Council states clearly that families are able to make a self-referral to the Early Help Unit or their local Family Hub team (Nottinghamshire County Council 2025). The Early Help Unit can be contacted on 0115 804 1248 (email earlyhelp@nottscc.gov.uk) and the Family Hub can be contacted on 0300 500 8080 (email fh.enquiries@nottscc.gov.uk) (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2025). It also details how professionals can make a service request via the website and that this will be shared with them within 10 working days (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2025). This is one of the most clearly defined aspects of the procedure, found in all three websites, since it explains to the user what to do to get help and how long they should expect it to take.
The Nottinghamshire Parent Carer Forum provides further evidence of support. It details how the Family Service can help with school attendance and behaviour, parenting support, at risk of homelessness for 16-17 year olds, young carers, kinship carers, substance misuse and significant health issues in the family (Nottinghamshire Parent Carer Forum, 2026). It also states the teams in children's centres will transition to being Family Hub teams by April 2025 and, therefore, support will be provided to older children and families (Nottinghamshire Parent Carer Forum, 2026). This indicates that there is an emerging whole family approach in line with current Early Help policy.
However, Nottinghamshire is not as good as Southwark in terms of family centred explanation. Access to telephone numbers and referral pathways is easy for families, but the site does not explain the broader principle of Early Help, or key differences between universal and targeted interventions, or the nature of the local system. Nottinghamshire is therefore more confident regarding the procedural access, but less confident regarding the clarity of the narrative and the overall coherence.
[bookmark: _Toc233320763]Comparative analysis of the three websites
The three websites showcase different models of signposting Early Help. Leeds excel in the delivery of Early Help as a system. It provides extensive detail on service architecture, such as 7 Family Hubs, 21 cluster partnerships, multi-disciplinary staffing of the Family Hubs and a number of contact points including Leeds City Council (2025), Leeds City Council (2025) and Leeds Safeguarding Children Partnership (2025). This is particularly effective in demonstrating the multi-agency support in action in Leeds. The site is also the most complicated, however, and families might need to navigate through a number of pages to have all the offer information.
Southwark is the best in terms of clear and family friendly. The explanation of Early Help is straightforward, the seven strands of services are clear and the reply phone number (0207 525 1922), four-option phone menu and referral email are clear about next steps (Southwark Council, 2024). Southwark therefore does best to articulate an intricate local support system into a family centred pathway.
Nottinghamshire is in the middle. It's stronger in terms of self-referral being clear (as is with Leeds) and setting out procedural timescales, including the 10 working days response period for professional referrals (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2025). However, it is less effective than Southwark in being able to explain the Early Help offer coherently and in a family centred way.
In general, the findings indicate that the best early help website is not necessarily the one that provides the most information, but one that is presented clearly and makes access routes to information and support visible and is presented in a coherent manner. On that measure, Southwark is the best, followed closely by Leeds and Nottinghamshire performs reasonably but irregularly.
[bookmark: _Toc233320764]Conclusion and recommendations
In this report, the Early Help signposting on the websites of Leeds City Council, Southwark Council and Nottinghamshire County Council has been explored. The approach for Early Help is to be a preventative, voluntary and multi-agency approach to support families before problems become intractable. Local authority websites are frequently the first port of call so clear and accessible online information is crucial.
Southwark has the best signposting to families in its plain language, clear explanations and visible referral pathways, of the three authorities. There is a very broad picture provided on the wider Early Help system and good working across agencies in relation to this, although the information is more fragmented and practitioner centred in Leeds. Nottinghamshire offers easy self-referral tools and less comprehensible information in general.
Local authorities should ensure a single family-focused Early Help page, clear contact and referral information with service descriptions, ensure plain language and make links between Family Hubs, schools, health services and safeguarding support more visible. Overall, the strong example of accessible, family-centred online communication is found in Southwark overall.
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