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Introduction 
Early Help in the United Kingdom comprises preventive intervention with the aim to identify and address difficult circumstances for children and families, before they reach crisis point because prompt and appropriate intervention has the potential to build parental capacity and help ensure child welfare (DfE, 2023). Statutory guidance Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) recommends that every local authority should also publish information about their Early Help arrangements, including on their websites, as this is now the main mode by which families seek help, a shift from pre-COVID face-to-face. A study of families seeking help supports this.
This report focuses upon the Early Help webpages of local authorities: Leicestershire County Council, Norfolk County Council, and Leeds City Council. Leicestershire County Council and Leeds City Council represented rural and urban authorities in England, respectively. The report analyses the statutory guidance, peer reviewed evidence and sector guidance from Ofsted, the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC) and the Local Government Association (LGA) to judge about whether evidence for multi-agency working can be accessed, read, included and considered high quality. There are six sections: Early Help system, multi-agency working, each Council's website, summary comparison and recommendations.

[bookmark: _Toc213944125]Explanation of the Early Help System
Early Help is defined in The Early Help System Guide (DfE, 2023) as coordinated, proportionate support for children and families when problems first begin to emerge. It seeks to strengthen the capacity of a family to help itself, prevent problems escalating, and reduce future demand on statutory social care services. Early Help is located between universal services and statutory social care.
it was captured in legislation, through the creation of several acts such as the Children Act, where section 10 contains "the administrative duty to cooperate", also the Children and Social Work Act 2017, which gave meaning to planned leadership groups like the Safeguarding Partnerships. Early Help is often provided via parenting programs, family hubs, youth mentoring, and mental health services. The interventions rely upon early identification through completion of the Early Help Assessment (EHA) and the formation of a Team Around the Family (TAF).
The application of "Early Help" approach has been shown to be quite effective in reducing the need to create statutory intervention for every scenario, it has also been shown to enhance educational and emotional wellbeing (Ofsted, 2022). The existence and quality of Early Help may depend on how publicly available information is framed. The LGA (2022) have advised websites should be unambiguous, accessible for families with low digital skills, should not use professional jargon, and should give clear advice that is easy to find. Therefore, information on local-authority websites gives a picture of how far the Early Help principles are being followed. As the council websites are often the public-facing front door for both local Early Help Hubs and multi-agency pathways, this analysis covers not only the accuracy of content, but whether the websites' digital signposting reflects the empowerment and partnership values outlined in the statutory guidance.

Explanation of Multi-Agency Working
Working with multiple agencies is a key element of Early Help. Professionals in education, health, social care, the police, housing and the voluntary sector collaborate to tackle families' varied needs. Per Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023), local safeguarding partnerships must agree on assessments and information-sharing arrangements between them.
Early Help models feature collaboration between agencies to improve outcomes for children and young people. A practitioner like a teacher or health visitor identifies a concern to begin it. Early Help Assessment understands the child's whole situation in order to inform a Team Around the Family. This means families see service and support at the correct level when it is the correct time. This has worked well in avoiding fragmentation and duplication, two common criticisms from serious case reviews (NSPCC, 2023).
Possible benefits of multi-agency working include earlier identification of cumulative harm, shared responsibility and good cooperation, better continuity of services. Issues which may occur within multi-agency working include data protection issues, differing communication systems and different professional cultures within agencies. Councils should overcome these barriers by clearly referring and informing the public about their roles and responsibilities (LGA, 2022). It was found that sharing of how different agencies work together builds trust in services, which encourages individuals to self-refer.
Digital communications are important to achieve this cooperation. During the COVID-19 pandemic, new developments included virtual case-conferences and online referral forms and, as a result, the need for accurate, clear online information has been heightened. In this sense, websites have a dual function: they act as signposts to help professionals and reassure parents that help is available and non-stigmatising. The DfE (2023) Guide also states that good signposting is "the public face of partnership", that it should be clear, visible and universally designed. This report has therefore sought to assess the extent to which the chosen councils were multi-agency aligned in their online presentation of Early Help. 
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[bookmark: _Toc213944127]Leicestershire County Council
Early Help Support exists upon Leicestershire County Council's Children and Family Services website under Help for Families and Young People (Leicestershire County Council, 2024). Early Help is defined as "support for families to tackle problems early before they get worse" inside the definition. Statutory language of the Working Together 2023 document includes easy navigation to Early Help; family wellbeing; and parenting support from drop-down menu items.
Short, plain English explanations exist as strengths along with downloadable self-referral forms and telephone numbers to the Early Help and Targeted Support Team. There are also links to the Leicester City and Leicestershire Safeguarding Partnership Board with inter-agency transparency. The page follows Government Digital Service (2023) guidelines for accessible design, which include headings and contrast. However, its text and text-heavy design limit its accessibility for families facing literacy, visual, or language barriers, like its few translation options do. However, unlike most councils, there are no embedded videos or interactive explainers on the referral process. Although this information on eligibility and referral routes is clear, the tone is bureaucratic not conversational. Research found that when Early Help is presented positively as partnership working rather than intervention, family involvement in it increased. Thus, Leicestershire is clear and well organised, but less lucid in terms of emotional accessibility.

[bookmark: _Toc213944128]Norfolk County Council
Norfolk County Council offers Early Help information in its "Family Support and Parenting" section on its "Children and Families" webpage. At the start, the webpage includes the sentence: "Early Help provides a way of getting extra support for your family before things get worse" (Norfolk County Council, 2024). The page and the style both focus on family. This focus agrees with national guidelines. These guidelines state that such services should be accessible not bureaucratic.
The Norfolk website's Family Hubs are easily found. The hubs are drop-in centers around Norfolk where parents can get help on a range of issues including parenting support, health visiting and childcare. The contact details and opening times of each of the hubs are clear so the service is easy to use, even by those with little internet experience. Norfolk's "Just One Norfolk" website integrates digital information and advice with live chat, showing an innovative hybrid solution that closely aligns with the principle of multi-channel access outlined in the Early Help System Guide (DfE, 2023).
Despite this, there are a few areas of the site which could be improved for user experience. For example, while there are clear referral pathways, the information on Early Help is not contained on a single landing page, which means a certain amount of clicking through several hyperlinks is required. Other areas which could improve accessibility are a mobile-friendly form, lack of translation options, and multimedia explanations. This may also be unsuitable for some migrant or neurodivergent users (Government Digital Service [GDS], 2023).
The council's partner visibility was seen in its active relationship with NHS Norfolk, schools and the voluntary sector. Overall, Norfolk has good practice across the board, with good tone and practical help and locality. There is, however, room for improvement in the clarity of navigation and visual communication.

[bookmark: _Toc213944129]Leeds City Council
Leeds City Council's Family Help and Support is an example of joined-up family-friendly frontline digital communication (Leeds City Council, 2024), which states on its homepage, "support for you and your family when things get tough", a strengths-based approach advocated in Working Together 2023. It has big icons, short paragraphs, and simple language, making it visually easily read.
Logical pathways lead to Parenting Support, Family Hubs and Leeds Local Offer. Each section provides useful information, downloadable documents and links to community and voluntary services such as Home-Start Leeds. Self-referral and professional referral forms accompany the page to further stress partnership, and Leeds has also connected its Early Help communication to its Child Friendly Leeds (CFL) brand to reflect a broader focus on child wellbeing and participatory practice.
However, the website is less accessible to individuals who may be multilingual or those with vision impairment. The website contains little multilingual material and does not contain audio narration or text-to-speech options. This is particularly relevant for a large urban population with diverse language needs. LGA (2022) find that digitally excluded families from poverty and with additional needs may find it more difficult to access Early Help.
Leeds' easy user-led messaging, which is conversational, consistent in tone, and clear about partnership, is the benchmark for national Early Help communications. Compared to the strong structure of Leicestershire's strategy and the community integration of Norfolk's service offer, Leeds' activity has the advantage of empathy, and normalising peer support and help-seeking.

[bookmark: _Toc213944130]Comparative Analysis 
Leicestershire County Council, Norfolk County Council, and Leeds City Council fulfil the statutory duty to publish Early Help information. The information is accessible and reflects an appropriate tone for Early Help. Leicestershire County Council's Early Help information is straightforward to find and navigate and conveys Early Help as an accessible process. Its weakness, however, is that it lacks the visual/affective component, so the service may be perceived by the family as bureaucratic.
Norfolk County Council's Family Hub model and regional "Just One Norfolk" project link online and physical access points to reach a geographically dispersed population. However, although in line with DfE (2023) advice to local authorities, this multi-channel model is harder for some families to navigate and there are few options for translation into other languages.
Leeds City Council's concept of an Early Help service differs as being universal, sympathetic and normalising. Despite the use of consistent imagery, branding and style across services, this message does not easily translate into other languages.
In terms of the accessibility, comprehensiveness, inclusivity and partnership data, Leeds ranked 1st overall. Further, Norfolk were 2nd in terms of family-friendly communication, and Leicestershire were 3rd in terms of integrated service delivery and structure/professional clarity. National practice in relation to digital signposting was notably inconsistent, which supports Ofsted (2022) reporting that Early Help communication was "widely variable in quality and accessibility" between councils.
A national digitally enabled architecture, that includes accessibility standards, plain language guidance, and involves families in co-design would help support equity and ensure families benefit from familiar pathways to support in alignment with the spirit and intent of Working Together 2023.

[bookmark: _Toc213944131]Conclusion and Recommendations
This report has considered how Leicestershire, Norfolk and Leeds publicise Early Help and family support services through their websites. It shows that all councils comply with the statutory duty, but councils differ in the extent to which they ease early engagement. Leeds is very clear, compassionate and coherent; Norfolk is the best for hybrid accessibility through Family Hubs and community links; and Leicestershire is solid, well-structured, but more bureaucratic.
The following evidence-based recommendations were made to support the national delivery of Early Help digital communications:
1. Develop a national web framework. The DfE and LGA should be in leadership roles. The framework should establish consistency in Early Help terminology, page layout, and accessibility compliance (DfE, 2023; GDS, 2023).
2. Adopt plain-language and inclusive design principles - Replace jargon with accessible, empathetic language; integrate translation tools and text-to-speech features per.
3. Multimedia storytelling can show the Early Help process to lessen stigma linked to engaging with Early Help.
4. Improve self-referral access through a 'Get Help Now' button and simplified forms (Ofsted, 2022).
5. Co-produce website content with families. If you consult parents, carers, and young people, you ensure content is authentic and evolves continually through time.
In summary, a key element to the success of Early Help is the accessible communication with and between families, where local authorities move towards open rather than bureaucratic digital front doors. This is because families are most likely to prevent harm to themselves, improve their relationships, and achieve the safeguarding promise if good quality and accessible information is available to them online and in person.
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