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Introduction
Early Help is a key element of children’s services in England and forms part of the wider safeguarding framework to promote children’s welfare and improve family outcomes. Rather than responding only when concerns reach the threshold for statutory intervention, Early Help identifies needs and provides timely, coordinated support before difficulties escalate (Department for Education (DfE), 2023). This preventative approach aims to reduce family breakdown, poor educational outcomes, health inequalities, and the need for child protection intervention.
The Supporting Families: Early Help System Guide states that Early Help is not a single service but an integrated system in which agencies work together to improve outcomes for children and families (DfE & Department for Levelling Up, Housing & Communities (DLUHC), 2022). This is reinforced by Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023, which emphasises that safeguarding is everyone’s responsibility and relies on effective partnership working between local authorities, education providers, health services, police, and the voluntary sector (DfE, 2023).
As local authority websites are increasingly the first point of contact for families seeking support, the accessibility, clarity, and quality of online information are important aspects of service delivery. Families should be able to identify available support, understand how Early Help works, and access services without unnecessary barriers.
This report critically evaluates how Norfolk County Council, Leeds City Council, and Nottingham County Council communicate Early Help information through their websites. It compares the accessibility, clarity, and comprehensiveness of each approach before identifying the most effective example of online signposting and recommending improvements to communication with families.



Explanation of the Early Help System
Early Help is a preventative, family-centered approach that identifies and responds to emerging needs before they escalate into safeguarding concerns. The Supporting Families: Early Help System Guide describes Early Help as a coordinated network of services, relationships and processes that enable agencies to work together to improve outcomes for children, young people and families, rather than a standalone service (DfE & DLUHC, 2022). It promotes a "whole family" approach, recognising that children's wellbeing is shaped by the circumstances of parents, carers, and siblings.
The aim of Early Help is to provide the right support at the right time, including parenting programmes, mental health services, financial and housing advice, domestic abuse support, education services, and access to family hubs or community organisations. Early intervention helps prevent difficulties from escalating to the point where statutory children's social care is required (DfE & DLUHC, 2022).
Early Help is voluntary and based on collaboration, consent, and a strengths-based approach that encourages families to identify their needs while building on existing capabilities to improve long-term resilience (DfE, 2023).
Effective Early Help systems require strong leadership, a skilled workforce, meaningful participation by children and families, effective use of data, integrated commissioning, and robust multi-agency collaboration (DfE & DLUHC, 2022). Local safeguarding partnerships are expected to review and improve these systems in response to evidence and local needs.
Early Help also supports safeguarding duties under the Children Act 2004 by promoting children's welfare and reducing the need for statutory intervention. Preventative services have been shown to improve educational attainment, health outcomes, and family stability while reducing pressure on specialist services (Featherstone et al., 2018). As a result, accessible information about Early Help is essential, making Local Authority websites an important resource for helping families understand and access available support.

Explanation of Multi-Agency Working
Multi-agency working involves professionals from different organisations collaborating to assess needs, share information, coordinate services, and provide joined-up support for children and families. It is a cornerstone of effective safeguarding and is central to the Early Help System Guide and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (DfE, 2023).
The statutory guidance states that safeguarding is everyone's responsibility. Local authorities, NHS organisations, schools, police, early years providers, youth justice services, and voluntary organisations each have distinct roles but must work together to identify concerns early and respond appropriately (DfE, 2023). Effective partnership working enables a holistic understanding of families' circumstances rather than addressing issues in isolation.
Within Early Help, a lead practitioner coordinates support across agencies, acting as the family's main contact to ensure effective communication, avoid duplication, and develop shared plans focused on agreed outcomes (DfE & DLUHC, 2022). Lawful information sharing underpins this process by enabling risk identification while maintaining confidentiality and data protection requirements.
Schools often identify emerging concerns through regular contact with children, while health professionals, including health visitors, school nurses, midwives, and GPs, may be among the first to recognise changes in family circumstances. Social workers, police, housing providers, and voluntary organisations contribute specialist expertise to deliver coordinated support (DfE, 2023).
Research indicates that effective multi-agency collaboration improves communication, enables earlier intervention, and leads to better outcomes for children (Munro, 2011). However, successful partnership working relies on shared values, clear leadership, effective communication, and accessible referral pathways. Poor coordination can delay support and require families to repeat their circumstances to multiple professionals.
Consequently, local authority websites play an important role in explaining how agencies work together within the Early Help system. Clear information about referral processes, available services, and partnership arrangements can help families understand available support and encourage earlier help-seeking before problems escalate.
Evaluation of Norfolk County Council Website
Norfolk County Council provides a dedicated Early Help webpage within its Children and Families section, making information easy to find. The page explains that Early Help offers information, advice and support as soon as family difficulties emerge, reflecting the preventative approach outlined in the Supporting Families: Early Help System Guide (DfE & DLUHC, 2022). It also states that support is available for children and young people up to age 18, or 25 for those with special educational needs or disabilities (SEND), demonstrating inclusive eligibility criteria (Norfolk County Council, 2026).
A key strength is the website’s integration with the Family Hubs model. Links to parenting advice, Start for Life services, childcare, SEND support and community resources show that Early Help forms part of a wider support network, reflecting current government policy on integrated family services (Norfolk County Council, 2026).
The website uses accessible language, clear headings, and offers both self-referral and professional referrals, promoting family autonomy. Information for professionals, volunteers and families supports the collaborative approach encouraged in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (DfE, 2023) (Norfolk County Council, 2026).
However, some weaknesses reduce accessibility. Users must navigate several webpages to reach the referral form, which may be confusing for families unfamiliar with local authority systems. The website also provides limited information about what happens after a referral, including assessment processes, timescales, and multi-agency support. Greater use of visual resources, such as infographics or videos, could further improve understanding for users with lower literacy or those accessing support during stressful circumstances.
Overall, Norfolk County Council provides clear, family-focused information that aligns with national Early Help guidance, although simpler navigation and more detail about the support journey would improve user confidence. 
Evaluation of Leeds City Council Website
Leeds City Council provides Early Help information across its Family Hubs, Early Help Front Door and Leeds Safeguarding Children Partnership webpages. Although spread across multiple pages, these are well connected and provide comprehensive information about Early Help and wider family support services (Leeds City Council, 2026).
A key strength is the breadth of information available. The website explains that Early Help ensures families have “the right conversations with the right person at the right time,” reflecting the preventative approach promoted in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (DfE, 2023). It also explains how Early Help operates across the city, the role of Family Hubs and how professionals coordinate support (Leeds Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2026).
The Family Hub pages describe the multidisciplinary nature of services, including early help workers, social workers, police officers, domestic abuse coordinators, mental health coordinators, SEND coordinators and substance misuse specialists. This demonstrates effective multi-agency working and helps families understand that support extends beyond children's social care (Leeds City Council, 2026).
Accessibility is another strength. Contact details are clearly displayed, families are encouraged to seek advice before making a referral, and links to services such as Early Start, SEND support, children's centres and health services provide a comprehensive directory of local support (Leeds City Council, 2026). The "One Minute Guides" also present complex information in an accessible format for both professionals and the public.
However, information is spread across several webpages, which may make it difficult for first-time users to identify the most relevant information. Some professional terminology, such as "Early Help Front Door" and "EH1 forms", may also be confusing for families unfamiliar with safeguarding systems. A single family-focused landing page could improve navigation.
Overall, Leeds City Council provides the most comprehensive and integrated presentation of Early Help among the websites evaluated. It's clear explanation of Family Hubs, multi-agency working and available services reflects a strong commitment to preventative practice, although simpler navigation would further improve accessibility.
Evaluation of Nottinghamshire County Council Website
Nottinghamshire County Council provides Early Help information through its Children and Families webpages and the Nottinghamshire Safeguarding Children Partnership. The website explains that Early Help provides timely support to children, young people and families before problems escalate and require statutory intervention, reflecting the preventative principles of the Supporting Families: Early Help System Guide (DfE and DLUHC, 2022). It also identifies circumstances where families may benefit from support, including parenting concerns, behaviour, school attendance, emotional wellbeing, domestic abuse, financial hardship, and housing.
A key strength is the range of services linked through the Early Help pages, including mental health, SEND, Family Hubs, youth services, healthy lifestyles and domestic abuse support. This reflects the whole-family approach promoted in national guidance and recognises that family needs are often interconnected (DfE, 2023).
The website also explains how professionals coordinate support through Early Help assessments and shared family plans. Guidance for practitioners includes referral pathways, assessment documents and safeguarding procedures, demonstrating a strong commitment to multi-agency working in line with Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (DfE, 2023).
However, from a family perspective, the website is less user-friendly than those of Norfolk and Leeds. Information is spread across multiple webpages, making it more difficult to navigate, particularly for families with limited digital confidence or those experiencing stress.
The site also relies heavily on written information, with limited use of visual aids, FAQs, or practical examples. Research suggests that accessible web design, plain language, and visual communication improve engagement and reduce barriers to support (Local Government Association, 2023).
Overall, Nottinghamshire provides comprehensive information that reflects national safeguarding policy and effective partnership working. However, clearer navigation and a more user-centered design would improve accessibility for families seeking Early Help.
Comparative Analysis
The evaluation of the three local authority websites shows that all provide information consistent with the principles of Early Help, recognising the importance of early intervention, partnership working and supporting families before difficulties escalate. However, they differ in how effectively this information is communicated.
Norfolk performs well in accessibility, using clear language, explaining Early Help effectively, and providing referral pathways. The inclusion of Family Hubs supports a holistic approach, although information about what happens after referral is limited, and users may need to navigate multiple pages.
Nottinghamshire offers comprehensive information aligned with statutory safeguarding guidance and highlights multi-agency support. However, its content appears more suited to professionals than families, making navigation and the volume of information potentially overwhelming.
Leeds provides the strongest balance of clarity, accessibility and comprehensive information. It clearly explains Early Help, Family Hubs, referral pathways, and the roles of different professionals. It also presents Early Help as a collaborative, preventative process, encouraging families to seek support early, consistent with national policy (DfE, 2023).
A further strength of the Leeds website is its integration of Family Hub services with education, health, social care and voluntary organisations, helping families understand how services work together and what support is available.
Overall, Leeds performs the strongest in accessibility, clarity, comprehensiveness and navigation. Norfolk follows closely with its family-friendly approach, while Nottinghamshire could improve by simplifying navigation and presenting more family-focused information. Effective online communication remains essential, as local authority websites are often the first point of contact for families seeking support.
Conclusion and Recommendations
This report has demonstrated that Early Help is a fundamental component of the safeguarding system, providing timely, preventative support through effective multi-agency collaboration. Although Norfolk County Council, Leeds City Council and Nottinghamshire County Council all present information consistent with national guidance, differences exist in the accessibility, clarity and organisation of their online resources. Leeds City Council provides the strongest overall example by combining comprehensive information with clear explanations of Early Help, Family Hubs and multi-agency working, making it easier for families to understand available support and how to access it. Norfolk also offers a family-friendly approach but would benefit from clearer referral information, while Nottinghamshire could improve accessibility by simplifying navigation and reducing reliance on text-heavy content.
To strengthen online communication, local authorities should develop a single, family-focused Early Help landing page that brings together key information, referral pathways and frequently asked questions. Greater use of plain English, visual resources such as infographics and short videos, and clear explanations of what families can expect after making a referral would further improve accessibility. In addition, regular review of website content with feedback from parents, carers and young people would help ensure information remains relevant, user-friendly and responsive to families' needs. Improving digital communication in these ways can encourage earlier engagement with services, strengthen preventative practice and contribute to better outcomes for children and families.
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