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[bookmark: _Toc236000475]1. Introduction
Financial pressures, parenting struggles, poor housing and/or a child's emotional and/or behavioural needs are all struggles every family goes through. Early Help is the term used for the spectrum of support that is provided to children and families when they first need extra assistance, but before their circumstances deteriorate to the point where statutory child protection interventions are necessary (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022). Early Help is generally different to statutory social work services, and it is voluntary, family-led and delivered in the form of universal and targeted services including family hubs, health visitors and schools (Department for Education, 2026).
Early Help sits in the basic building blocks of the broader English safeguarding framework. Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2026) outlines that all organisations that have a role in relation to children should be involved in a coordinated system where early identification of need is a statutory requirement and not a bolt-on. This positioning is important as there is a consistent relationship between access to late or no early intervention and increasing family crisis and in the most severe situations to preventable harm (Munro, 2011).
This report looks at the signposting of Early Help on three local authority websites in England: Leeds City Council, Staffordshire County Council and Nottinghamshire County Council. It outlines the Early Help system and multi-agency working and assesses each council's website, identifying strengths and weaknesses and making recommendations.

[bookmark: _Toc236000476]2. The Early Help System
Early Help is described by the Department for Education (2026) as help that is given to a child and/or family when a problem first arises, not when a situation has reached crisis point. It's a whole-system approach and is described in the Early Help System Guide as a local strategic partnership between the local authority, health services, schools, police and voluntary organisations and a developed, evidence-led offer of prevention and early intervention (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022). In this way, Early Help is seen as a joint responsibility of different agencies rather than being the sole responsibility of children's social care.
Early Help is about prevention. Frost, Abbott and Race (2015) differentiate between family support and early help and early intervention as concepts that overlap but are not the same, and believe that good preventative practice must focus on the underlying causes of family stress, not simply manage the presenting symptoms.
A key element of Early Help is the idea of thresholds. Local safeguarding partnerships have threshold documents outlining various levels of need from universal provision to targeted early help and statutory child protection (Department for Education, 2026). This threshold system is not without its challenges: professionals in various agencies at different times may interpret thresholds differently, leading to either too early a move to statutory services or families not receiving the right help (Devaney and Spratt, 2009). This indicates that a good quality early help system relies as much on common professional knowledge as it does on threshold criteria.
The Early Help Assessment is the practical tool that provides for needs to be identified and a co-ordinated plan to be put in place. It will be family-focused and strengths-based, with parents and, where appropriate, children, being involved in the identification of goals (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022). This is part of a wider 'whole-family' approach, acknowledging that a child's difficulties are often linked to those of the wider family such as their parents' mental health or issues of domestic abuse or drug abuse  and that change is more likely to be sustained when the family system is worked with as well as the child (HM Government, 2021).
The purpose of Early Help is to enhance safety, stability and wellbeing and to fewer families needing statutory help. But findings on outcomes are mixed. However, delivery of Early Help is not without its challenges, with resource pressures on early help services, in particular, following budget constraints in the austerity era, it is suggested that Early Help is well established as a policy priority, but evaluation of its long-term effectiveness is still under development (Bate, 2017).
[bookmark: _Toc236000477]3. Multi-Agency and Interdisciplinary Working
Multi-agency working refers to the way professionals from a range of services (including health, education, police, social care and voluntary services) work together around the needs of a child and family (Department for Education, 2026). Interdisciplinary practice is not just about coordination, it's about actually making sure practitioners are working together and making sure to take different professional viewpoints, knowledge bases and priorities into a single plan of support (Driscoll et al., 2020). This is supported by legislation, the Children Act 2004 put in place a duty on key agencies to work together to enhance children's wellbeing, and more recently statutory safeguarding partnership arrangements following the Wood Review.
The exchange of information is the core of good multi-agency working. Whilst the legislation underpinning data protection, such as the Data Protection Act 2018 and UK GDPR, makes clear that there are no barriers to proportionate information sharing where children's welfare is concerned, research commissioned by the Department for Education (2023) revealed that in practice, behavioural and cultural issues, including professionals' fears about data protection, remain a barrier to timely information sharing. This disconnect between policy and front-line practice reflects the fact that legislative consent is not enough to ensure good collaboration.
There is good evidence of the benefits of multi-agency working. The multi-agency approach results in a more comprehensive and triangulated picture of family situations than can be drawn by any one agency alone, which helps prevent warning signs going unnoticed (Sidebotham et al., 2016). Co-location has been linked to practitioners having greater trust and quicker decision making (Driscoll et al., 2020). But this shouldn't be exaggerated. Although helpful, shared systems and co-location alone do not seem to be sufficient to improve communication; relational trust that is developed through ongoing inter-agency discussion is likely more influential than structural fixes alone, especially given the incomplete and gendered information agencies have about family members, as found by Purcell, Baginsky and Steils (2025).
Challenges nonetheless persist. Uninformed communication between agencies can occur due to different professional cultures and terminologies and thresholds for concern (Munro, 2011). The multi-agency working is also complicated by resource pressures throughout the public sector (Bate, 2017). In the voluntary sector there can be particular challenges in terms of integration into statutory multi-agency structures due to differences in funding cycles, governance, and capacity.

[bookmark: _Toc236000478]4. Evaluation of the Three Local Authority Websites

[bookmark: _Toc236000479]4.1 Leeds City Council
Leeds information about Early Help is available on the Children and Families pages of the website, with a Leeds Safeguarding Children Partnership site and a number of short 'One Minute Guides'. It is reasonably intuitive to navigate family facing content; however, the fuller strategic explanation is located on a separate partnership domain, which can cause fragmentation for a parent wishing to understand the offer in one place.
 Language is very clear. The framing of the 'right conversation, right person, right time' which is repeated throughout Leeds' materials is accessible and aids comprehension for non-specialist readers (Leeds City Council, 2026). The council makes a very clear reference to national policy, in the form of Working Together to Safeguard Children, but uses language more appropriate for professionals than parents. The Early Start postcode-search tool is reasonably well signposted to enable families to be able to locate their local team directly (Leeds City Council, 2026).
[bookmark: _Toc236000480]4.2 Staffordshire County Council
The Staffordshire's Early Help content is organised around ‘Family Hubs' and a connected external portal, Staffordshire Connects, which acts as a service directory. It's a dual-site structure, which has its pros and cons: Staffordshire Connects provides a robust, searchable directory of local support (Staffordshire County Council, 2026), and splitting content across domains can be confusing to users and detract from a unified single offer.
The language used in the council's text is accessible and family friendly, starting with the reassuring message that 'everyone needs help sometimes', thereby decreasing stigma which is a known barrier to seeking help (Staffordshire County Council, 2026). The referral pathway is clearly explained, with the Family Hub Referral pathway for early and voluntary support, and the Staffordshire Families Integrated Front Door for urgent and complex concerns, these have different telephone numbers. This escalation clarity is a particular strength, compared to the other two councils.
But it has been difficult to navigate from one sub-domain to another and the use of the same service names, Families First, Family Hubs, Family Practitioner Service, may lead to some confusion on the part of parents who are trying to find the right service. There are fewer downloadable guides for families on the Leeds site.
[bookmark: _Toc236000481]4.3 Nottinghamshire County Council
The Early Help information in Nottinghamshire is set up under the Family Hub Networks and Early Help Unit and there is a well-defined referral page, which makes it clear that families can self-refer or that professionals can refer on behalf of the family (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2026). The distinction is prominently presented and is a significant accessibility feature.
The website states that Early Help works with families 'from conception to 19 years' – this is a very clear age range, unusual for websites which are vaguer about the scope of their work (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2026). Contact routes are clearly signposted with a specific Unit telephone number and a route to find the nearest family hub if they would prefer to contact the Unit as opposed to self-service on a digital platform.
Weaknesses are that it has too many pages that are dense with text and have limited visual signposting, which can make it difficult for parents with low literacy or English as an additional language. Some pages are set in professional language (e.g. ‘Pathway to Provision' document) and fail to cross translate this into plain English guidance for parents.
[bookmark: _Toc236000482]5. Comparative Analysis
There are common strengths across the three councils: Early Help is presented as a voluntary service without stigmatisation, a telephone contact route is clearly identified and there is a structural connection with statutory guidance (although this may be implicit). But in terms of accessibility and coherence, there are significant variations. Staffordshire is probably the most straightforward escalation pathway, which means that there is less risk of families or professionals taking the wrong escalation pathway. Nottinghamshire is very clear in distinguishing between family self-referral and professional referral, which is not as immediately clear in Leeds and Staffordshire.
Navigation is where the Three are the least family friendly, most digestible, with Leeds's One Minute Guides being the most digestible of the three, but the fragmentation between the main site and partnership domain working against this. The reliance on an external and branded platform called Connects by staff is another disconnect in the user experience. The single page for Nottinghamshire's Early Help Unit is more self-contained, but still relatively dense in professional jargon.
One of the weaknesses of all three authorities is that there is insufficient provision of multilingual resources that is visible and there is no clear labelling of easy-to-read resources, in spite of the linguistically diverse population served. This is a gap in accessibility shared with implications for equitable access to Early Help.
[bookmark: _Toc236000483]6. Conclusion
This report has looked at the signposting of Early Help by Leeds City Council, Staffordshire County Council and Nottinghamshire County Council on their websites to families. All authorities show a strong commitment to providing preventative, family-focused support in line with national policy (Working Together to Safeguard Children, DfE, 2026) and the Early Help System Guide (DfE, DHLGH, 2022). But there are a lot of degrees of clarity, coherence and accessibility. 
Staffordshire County Council's overall Early Help information is the best. Its website is the most successful in making a clear distinction between early support routes and voluntary ones and those that require urgent referral to safeguarding, thus minimising the risk of families and professionals using the wrong contact route; the linked Staffordshire Connects directory of local services is genuinely comprehensive. Leeds does well in terms of plain language/ family friendly framing and Nottinghamshire does well in terms of distinguishing family from professional referral routes, but neither of them combine the same level of clarity in terms of escalation and comprehensiveness of services offered as Staffordshire.
[bookmark: _Toc236000484]7. Recommendations
1. Bring Early Help information together in one easily branded page per council, rather than breaking information out on partnership or directory subdomains. 
2. Make key Early Help information accessible to linguistically diverse and lower-literacy families through multilingual and easy-read versions. 
3. Keep professional jargon to a minimum on family pages and make referral information available in plain language, with professional information clearly differentiated. 
4. More and more family friendly guides on downloading, similar to the Leeds One-minute guides, across all three Councils.
5. Make clear escalation routes on all council websites, including clear differentiation between early, voluntary support and urgent safeguarding referral (as in Staffordshire).
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