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An examination and analysis of how the ‘Early Help’ system is signposted to UK families by their local authority website

Introduction
The concept of Early Help is an essential element of children’s services and family support within the United Kingdom. It focuses on providing timely, targeted assistance to children, young people, and families before challenges escalate into more serious safeguarding issues (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). Early Help aims to identify emerging needs at the earliest opportunity, reduce the risk of harm, and build family resilience through accessible and coordinated support.
In recent years, local authorities have been encouraged to improve how they communicate Early Help services, particularly through online platforms. Families increasingly rely on local authority websites as their first point of contact for advice, referrals, and information (Local Government Association, 2023). Therefore, the clarity, accessibility, and inclusivity of these websites play a vital role in ensuring families can access the support they need.
This report will examine how three local authorities—Norfolk County Council, Leeds City Council, and Nottinghamshire County Council—present information about the Early Help system on their official websites. It will analyse the accessibility, layout, and communication of information, before comparing strengths and weaknesses. The report will conclude by identifying which authority demonstrates the most effective approach and recommend potential improvements.
Explanation of the Early Help System
The Early Help system in England is designed to support families and children at the earliest possible stage of emerging need. Rather than waiting for a situation to reach crisis level or requiring statutory intervention, Early Help provides timely, proportionate, and coordinated support to address concerns before they escalate (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). It represents a preventative approach, centred on the belief that with the right guidance, information, and partnership working, many families can overcome difficulties without entering formal social care systems.

According to the Early Help System Guide (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022), the Early Help framework functions as a network of services and professionals—including health visitors, schools, social workers, and voluntary organisations—working together to identify and respond to needs. The guide outlines key principles that underpin the system: accessibility, collaboration, accountability, and continuous improvement. Effective Early Help systems are inclusive, easy to navigate, and reflective of local needs, ensuring that families understand how and where to seek support.
The Department for Education (2022) further highlights that Early Help operates across four levels of need:
1. Universal services – accessible to all families, such as schools and health visitors.
2. Targeted Early Help – offered when emerging concerns are identified.
3. Specialist services – providing focused intervention for complex or persistent issues.
4. Statutory safeguarding – when significant harm or risk is present.
Local authorities play a central role in coordinating these levels of support, ensuring pathways between universal and targeted services are clear. Importantly, communication through local authority websites acts as the public-facing gateway to Early Help provision.
Furthermore, Early Help aligns with national safeguarding legislation and policy, including Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2023), which emphasises the shared duty among agencies to identify need early and provide coordinated interventions. This system not only protects children but also promotes family wellbeing and resilience, reducing long-term social and economic costs associated with crisis interventions (Local Government Association, 2023).
Explanation of Multi-Agency Working
Multi-agency working is at the heart of the Early Help system and a fundamental component of safeguarding children in the United Kingdom. It refers to professionals from different sectors—such as education, health, social care, and voluntary organisations—working collaboratively to identify, assess, and support children and families at risk of poor outcomes (Department for Education, 2023). This approach recognises that no single agency has the full picture of a child’s circumstances; therefore, joint working ensures that concerns are identified early and support is coordinated effectively.
The Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 guidance sets out clear statutory expectations for local authorities, health services, and the police to work together as part of Strategic Safeguarding Partnerships. These partnerships are responsible for developing joint strategies, sharing information, and promoting effective Early Help pathways (Department for Education, 2023). Schools, early years settings, and general practitioners are often the first to notice emerging issues and play a key role in making referrals to Early Help services.
According to the Early Help System Guide (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022), successful multi-agency working relies on mutual trust, clear communication channels, and shared accountability. Professionals must understand one another’s roles and responsibilities, participate in joint assessments, and maintain consistent communication with families.
In practice, effective multi-agency working prevents duplication, ensures that families receive the right support at the right time, and promotes a holistic understanding of children’s needs. When supported by well-designed digital signposting, such as clear information on local authority websites, this approach makes Early Help both more efficient and more accessible to families.
Evaluation of Each Local Authority Website
Each subsection below (Norfolk, Leeds, and Nottinghamshire) examines accessibility, clarity, and how well each website communicates Early Help to families.
1. Norfolk County Council
Norfolk County Council presents a highly accessible and family-friendly online environment for Early Help information. The council’s Children and Families section features a clearly signposted link titled “Early Help and Family Support”, located within the main navigation menu (Norfolk County Council, 2024). The page explains Early Help in straightforward language, describing it as “the right help at the right time” and emphasising that families can self-refer without stigma.
The site provides a clear outline of available services, including parenting support, help with school attendance, mental health advice, and financial assistance. Each service page links directly to contact details or online referral forms, reducing the need for complex navigation. There is also a dedicated “How to get Early Help” page that explains the referral process for both professionals and families, aligning closely with principles from the Early Help System Guide (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022).
The website also highlights Norfolk’s Safeguarding Children Partnership, demonstrating multi-agency collaboration with NHS Norfolk and the local police. The use of inclusive imagery, easy-read options, and translation tools makes the site accessible to a wide audience. However, one minor limitation is that some downloadable forms are in PDF format only, which may reduce accessibility for mobile users. Overall, Norfolk County Council’s approach is comprehensive, clearly structured, and consistent with national guidance promoting accessible early intervention (Local Government Association, 2023).
2. Leeds City Council
Leeds City Council has developed a well-structured digital platform that integrates Early Help within a wider network of family support services. The Leeds Family Information Service section provides a prominent overview of Early Help, describing it as support available to children, young people, and families “when they first need it, before things get worse” (Leeds City Council, 2024). The site uses accessible, friendly language, which aligns well with the Department for Education’s guidance to communicate Early Help in non-stigmatising terms (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022)
Leeds’ Early Help pages are divided into clear categories for parents and carers, young people, and professionals. This design reflects good digital inclusivity practice, recognising that information needs vary by audience. A strength of the site is its integration with the Leeds Safeguarding Children Partnership (LSCP), which provides further information about multi-agency work and professional training opportunities. The inclusion of videos, family stories, and links to community hubs demonstrates a commitment to accessibility and engagement.
A notable feature is the Early Help Assessment (EHA) tool, which can be completed digitally by professionals or jointly with families. This supports coordinated assessments, as recommended in Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2023). The website also links to SEND (Special Educational Needs and Disabilities) support, mental health services, and local wellbeing networks, showing a holistic understanding of family needs.
While the site is visually engaging and informative, some users might find the multiple external links overwhelming. Nonetheless, Leeds City Council’s Early Help web presence effectively reflects the city’s wider reputation for partnership-based, family-centred practice (Leeds City Council, 2024).
3. Nottinghamshire County Council
Nottinghamshire County Council’s website presents a clear, functional, and family-oriented approach to communicating Early Help. The council’s Early Help Unit page provides a concise definition of Early Help as “support for children, young people and families to prevent issues from escalating” (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2024). The site outlines the Early Help pathway in a logical sequence—from identifying need, through assessment, to intervention—and provides clear links to referral forms, guidance documents, and contact details.
The council offers both self-referral and professional referral routes, demonstrating inclusivity and accessibility. The site also includes a helpful explanation of the Early Help Assessment (EHA) process, accompanied by an “Early Help Charter,” which sets out the council’s values of transparency, collaboration, and respect. This aligns directly with the Early Help System Guide’s emphasis on shared accountability and clear communication (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022).
Nottinghamshire’s design is minimalist but effective. Text is easy to read, jargon-free, and supported by plain English summaries. A clear advantage is the inclusion of dedicated contact points and local team directories, which promote direct communication with Early Help professionals. The website also signposts families to local parenting programmes, mental health support, and financial advice services.
However, the visual layout is less dynamic than those of Norfolk or Leeds, with limited use of multimedia content or interactive tools. Despite this, the website succeeds in providing straightforward, transparent, and practical information, reflecting an ethos of accessibility and empowerment consistent with Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2023).
Comparative Analysis of the Three Local Authorities 
Comparing the three local authority websites—Norfolk, Leeds, and Nottinghamshire—reveals both shared priorities and distinct approaches to communicating Early Help information. All three demonstrate a clear commitment to early intervention, prevention, and multi-agency collaboration, yet they differ in how effectively they present and deliver information to families.
Norfolk County Council stands out for its comprehensive and user-centred approach. The website provides clear signposting, detailed service descriptions, and consistent terminology aligned with the Early Help System Guide (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). The layout is intuitive, with accessible contact options, translation tools, and inclusive imagery. These features enhance user engagement and align closely with the Local Government Association’s (2023) recommendation that digital signposting should be family-focused, inclusive, and interactive. However, reliance on PDF documents could present minor accessibility barriers for mobile users or those requiring assistive technology.
Leeds City Council offers a particularly engaging and multi-dimensional platform. Its integration of the Leeds Safeguarding Children Partnership (LSCP) pages, use of videos, and clear differentiation between family and professional audiences demonstrate innovation and inclusivity. The presence of digital referral forms and interactive resources reflects best practice in accessibility and co-production. Nonetheless, the abundance of hyperlinks and external resources can make navigation slightly overwhelming, potentially affecting ease of use for less confident users.
Nottinghamshire County Council, while visually simpler, demonstrates strong practical clarity. It provides straightforward, step-by-step explanations of the Early Help process and prioritises accessibility through plain language and direct contact details. The inclusion of the Early Help Charter and transparent referral pathways highlights accountability and family empowerment. However, the website lacks the dynamic design and multimedia engagement of Leeds, which might reduce its appeal for younger users or those seeking more visual guidance.
Overall, Norfolk and Leeds lead in innovation and inclusivity, while Nottinghamshire excels in simplicity and transparency. Norfolk’s balance of accessibility, clarity, and integrated safeguarding information makes it the most effective overall in presenting Early Help and family support services.
Conclusion and Recommendations 
This report has examined how Norfolk, Leeds, and Nottinghamshire County Councils communicate their Early Help systems through their official websites. The analysis demonstrates that while all three authorities provide accurate and up-to-date information aligned with national policy, their levels of accessibility, visual engagement, and inclusivity vary.
Overall, Norfolk County Council emerges as the most effective example. Its website is well-structured, easy to navigate, and inclusive, offering both professional and family-facing content that reflects the principles of Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2023) and the Early Help System Guide (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022).
Recommendations include:
· Reducing reliance on PDF documents to improve accessibility.
· Incorporating interactive features such as videos or infographics to engage diverse audiences.
· Ensuring continuous review of web content to reflect evolving community needs.
Effective Early Help communication ultimately ensures that families can access support confidently, helping to prevent issues before they escalate into safeguarding crises.
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