[image: Discover University of Wales Trinity Saint David]




Student name: Miriam Bi
Module name: Protecting and Supporting Families in Health and Care
Module code: BMHP5021
Component: 2 – Written Report
Lecturer name: Bianca Sanfilippo
Word count: 2,009 
An examination and analysis of how the Early Help system is signposted to UK families by their local authority website: Leeds, Norfolk and Nottinghamshire
Table of contents
1. Introduction
2. The Early Help System
3. Multi-Agency Working
4. Evaluation Criteria
5. Evaluation of the Three Local Authority Websites
5.1 Leeds City Council
5.2 Norfolk County Council
5.3 Nottinghamshire County Council
6. Comparative Analysis
7. Conclusion and Recommendations
References
1. Introduction
Early help means providing support to children and families as soon as difficulties arise, rather than waiting until problems reach crisis point. Munro (2011) argued that ‘preventative services can do more to reduce abuse and neglect than reactive services’ and recommended that local authorities and their partners have a duty to secure sufficient early help services. For early help to work, however, families must be able to access it. Local authority websites are often the first place a parent looks for help, so the way they present early help determines whether families seek support at all.
This report examines how three local authorities communicate about early help and other family support on their websites: Leeds City Council, Norfolk County Council and Nottinghamshire County Council. It first explains the early help system and multi-agency working, drawing on the Early Help System Guide (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, DfE, 2022) and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 (DfE, 2026a). It then evaluates each website, compares their strengths and weaknesses, and recommends improvements. The websites were reviewed on 21 October 2026.
2. The Early Help System
The Early Help System Guide defines early help as ‘the total support that improves a family’s resilience and outcomes’ (DLUHC and DfE, 2022, p. 7). This includes universal services such as schools and health visitors, community support and targeted help for families with greater needs. The guide is a self-assessment tool for local partnerships and describes a mature system across five areas: family voice and experience, workforce, communities, leaders and data. Two of its descriptors are especially relevant to websites. Families should know how to navigate services and get help, with ‘no wrong door’, and information about community support should be kept up to date and easy to use, for example on a website (DLUHC and DfE, 2022, pp. 19, 25).
National policy is now moving from ‘early help’ towards ‘Family Help’. The independent review of children’s social care recommended a single category of Family Help to replace targeted early help and child in need work, because existing support was fragmented and difficult for families to access (MacAlister, 2022). Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 reflects this. It describes Family Help services, such as parenting programmes and help with school attendance, housing and domestic abuse, delivered by multi-disciplinary teams embedded in communities to provide ‘non-stigmatising access’, for example through Best Start Family Hubs (DfE, 2026a, paras 147-150). The Families First Partnership programme guide adds that each family receiving Family Help should have a Family Help Lead Practitioner as their main contact (DfE, 2026b, p. 23). The legal basis for this support lies in section 17 of the Children Act 1989, which places a duty on local authorities to safeguard and promote the welfare of children in need.
3. Multi-Agency Working
Multi-agency working means professionals from different organisations working together around a child and family. Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 states that ‘strong multi-agency and multi-disciplinary working is vital’ to identifying and responding to children’s needs (DfE, 2026a, para. 20). Locally, the three statutory safeguarding partners, the local authority, the integrated care board and the chief officer of police, share a joint and equal duty to make safeguarding arrangements, and education settings play a ‘pivotal role’ (DfE, 2026a, paras 42, 80). The Children Act 2004 also requires local authorities to promote cooperation between agencies to improve children’s wellbeing.
For families, multi-agency working should mean telling their story once and receiving joined-up support. The Early Help System Guide expects one family plan and one team around the family, with early help ‘seen as everyone’s responsibility’ (DLUHC and DfE, 2022, pp. 18, 20). Websites contribute by explaining which agencies are involved and how families can be connected to them. Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 also expects practitioners to signpost families to ‘sources of help and support available locally’ and requires local arrangements to be published so that they are easily available (DfE, 2026a, paras 19, 111). However, the evidence suggests that coordination remains difficult: MacAlister (2022) described a ‘fragmented and complicated process’ of assessing and referring families.
4. Evaluation Criteria
Each website was evaluated against five criteria drawn from the sources above: (1) findability and clear use of the term early help or Family Help; (2) plain language suitable for non-specialist readers, as public sector web writing commonly aims for a reading age of 9 (Surrey County Council, no date); (3) clear routes to help, including self-referral and contact details; (4) information about multi-agency support and family hubs; and (5) accessibility and currency, since public sector websites must meet the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) 2.2 at level AA (DfE, no date). This was a desk-based review on one date; it did not involve families, and website content can change.
5. Evaluation of the Three Local Authority Websites
5.1 Leeds City Council
Leeds offers the most detailed explanation of how its early help system works. Its ‘one minute guide’ on early help describes a graduated approach from universal services, such as GPs and schools, to targeted support, Family Hubs and more intensive services, and states that early help is voluntary and ‘everyone’s business’ (Leeds City Council, 2025b). Leeds launched seven new Family Hubs in April 2025 (Leeds City Council, 2025a), and a second guide explains that they act as a ‘one stop shop’ with multi-disciplinary teams, including social workers, domestic abuse and mental health coordinators and a police officer, so that families only need to explain their needs once (Leeds City Council, 2025c). This clearly reflects multi-agency working.
However, these guides are written for practitioners and use professional terms such as ‘statutory interventions’ and references to the Children Act 1989. The family-facing pages, by contrast, do not use the term early help at all. The Family Hubs page lists parenting, health and education support and gives a phone number and email address, but offers no self-referral form and no opening times (Leeds City Council, no date b). The ‘Services for families’ page is organised by topic but mentions early help only indirectly, describing clusters as providing ‘early support for families’ (Leeds City Council, no date c). A parent searching for early help may therefore find professional guidance rather than an explanation written for them. Positively, Leeds is already presenting new Best Start Family Hubs, in line with national policy (Leeds City Council, no date a).
5.2 Norfolk County Council
Norfolk’s website is the most direct for families. Its ‘Early help for children and families’ page opens with a reassuring message, uses the term early help, and explains it in plain language as information, advice and guidance given ‘as soon as difficulties start’ (Norfolk County Council, no date a). It states who can receive help, including families of young people with special educational needs and disabilities up to 25, and recognises that adult worries such as money or mental health affect children. A clear ‘Request early help’ button leads to an online form that families can complete themselves, as well as professionals and volunteers, with consent required for professional referrals (Norfolk County Council, no date c).
The main weakness is a lack of alternative contact routes. Neither the early help page nor the request page lists a phone number, which disadvantages families without internet access or confidence online. The Family Hubs pages describe support from conception to 19 and offer online, community and peer support, but they do not use the term early help and give no phone or email contact on the main page (Norfolk County Council, no date b). There is also no visible information about translation, and pages show no ‘last updated’ date, so families cannot judge whether information is current. Multi-agency working is implied through family hubs but explained less fully than in Leeds.
5.3 Nottinghamshire County Council
Nottinghamshire provides broad and practical information. Its Family Hub Networks page explains that hubs bring together the NHS, schools, charities and council services, and lists services from antenatal care to young people’s services, including ‘early help advice’ (Nottinghamshire County Council, no date c). It also links to a Virtual Family Hub directory and a British Sign Language video service, which supports accessibility. The Family Service page sets out specific situations where help is available, such as school attendance, young carers and substance misuse, and describes a graduated parenting offer (Nottinghamshire County Council, no date d).
However, the route into early help is less clear for families. The Family Service page explains how professionals refer through an online form, while members of the public are directed to contact the Early Help Unit by phone or email, without stating whether families can refer themselves (Nottinghamshire County Council, no date d). The Early Help Unit page sits within the multi-agency safeguarding hub section of the site and is aimed mainly at professionals (Nottinghamshire County Council, no date b), which may make the service seem linked to child protection and deter some parents. The family hub contact page offers an online form but no phone number (Nottinghamshire County Council, no date a), and abbreviations such as SEND are not explained.
6. Comparative Analysis
Table 1 summarises the comparison against the five criteria.
Table 1: Comparison of how the three websites communicate early help (reviewed 21 October 2026)
	Criterion
	Leeds
	Norfolk
	Nottinghamshire

	Findability and use of ‘early help’
	Term used in practitioner guides, not on family pages
	Dedicated family page titled early help
	Term used in hub services list; Early Help Unit within safeguarding section

	Plain language
	Mixed: professional terms in guides
	Strong: short, reassuring sentences
	Mostly clear; some unexplained terms (SEND)

	Routes to help
	Phone and email; no self-referral form
	Online request form for families; no phone number
	Phone and email for Early Help Unit; professional referral form; hub contact form

	Multi-agency information
	Strongest: hub teams and partners described
	Limited: implied through family hubs
	Good: partners in hubs and Family Service described

	Accessibility and currency
	Translation link; guides dated March 2025
	No translation information; undated pages
	BSL video service; undated pages



The comparison shows a trade-off between depth and accessibility. Leeds explains multi-agency working most fully, which matches the guide’s expectation of one team around the family (DLUHC and DfE, 2022), but its clearest explanations are aimed at professionals. Norfolk is the easiest for a parent to understand and act on, which matches the expectation in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 that information should be easily available to families (DfE, 2026a), but it relies on online contact. Nottinghamshire offers the widest range of practical detail and the strongest accessibility features, but places early help within safeguarding pages, which risks the stigma that national policy aims to avoid (DfE, 2026b). None of the three yet uses the term Family Help consistently, although all three are moving towards Best Start Family Hubs.
7. Conclusion and Recommendations
All three local authorities provide useful information, but they differ in how well it reaches families. Norfolk County Council appears to have the most effective and accessible information for families, because it has a dedicated, plainly written early help page and lets families request support directly. Leeds has the strongest account of multi-agency working, and Nottinghamshire has the broadest range of services and accessibility features, but both make it harder for a parent to identify how to ask for early help themselves.
Four recommendations would improve all three websites. First, each should have a single family-facing early help or Family Help page that explains what help is available and how to get it, in plain English. Second, families should be offered both an online self-referral form and a phone number, so that people without internet access are not excluded. Third, pages should show translation options, easy read versions and ‘last updated’ dates, supporting the duty to meet WCAG 2.2 AA (DfE, no date). Fourth, councils should test their pages with parents and use their feedback, reflecting the Early Help System Guide’s emphasis on family voice (DLUHC and DfE, 2022). As local areas implement the Families First Partnership programme (DfE, 2026b), clear websites will be essential to ensure that families get ‘the right support, at the right time’ (DfE, 2026b, p. 29).
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