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1. Introduction 
 Early Help is an important part of the safeguarding and family-support system in England. It aims to find and respond to difficulties affecting children, young people and families before problems become more serious and require statutory intervention. The Early Help System Guide explains that Early Help should not be understood as one individual service but as a system involving a network of services, processes and interactions that work together to support families at the earliest opportunity (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). (GOV.UK Assets⁠) Local authority websites are an increasingly important way for families to discover what support is available. They can provide information about parenting, mental health, education, childcare, financial difficulties, domestic abuse, disability, family relationships, and safeguarding. However, the effectiveness of Early Help depends not only on the services available but also on whether families can understand the information, find the right service and access support without unnecessary barriers.
This report examines and compares the Early Help information provided by three local authorities: Leeds City Council, Norfolk County Council and Staffordshire County Council. It evaluates how each website explains Early Help, how support is signposted, how accessible the information appears to families and how effectively the websites communicate the relationship between Early Help and other family support services. The report also considers the importance of multi-agency working following the Early Help System Guide and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026.


2. The Early Help System
 Early Help refers to support provided when a child, young person or family begins experiencing difficulties, with the intention of preventing those difficulties from escalating. It can apply at any stage of childhood and can involve universal, community, targeted and specialist services. The Early Help System Guide shows the importance of a whole-system approach in which local partners develop a shared understanding of family needs and work collectively to improve outcomes (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). (GOV.UK Assets⁠)The purpose of Early Help is therefore preventative as well as supportive. Rather than waiting until a family reaches crisis point, services should find emerging needs and provide right help. Support may include parenting programmes, school-based support, health services, youth services, community organisations, Family Hubs, and targeted family support. Effective signposting is an important part of this system. Families need to know what support exists, who it is for, how to access it and what happens after making contact. A local authority website therefore acts as an important gateway between families and the wider Early Help system.



3.Multi-agency working
 Multi-agency working involves different professionals and organisations sharing responsibility for supporting children and families. This can include local authority services, social care, schools, health services, police, housing services, voluntary organisations, and community groups. Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 reinforces that safeguarding is a shared responsibility and that effective arrangements require cooperation between statutory safeguarding partners and other organisations involved in supporting children and families. (GOV.UK⁠)Multi-agency working is particularly important within Early Help because family difficulties rarely involve only one area of need. For example, difficulties with school attendance may relate to parental mental health, financial pressures, housing problems, or family relationships. A coordinated approach can prevent families from having to repeat their circumstances to several different organisations. The Early Help System Guide similarly promotes a whole-family and partnership approach. It encourages local strategic partnerships to assess their Early Help systems, use evidence and work with communities to improve outcomes (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). (GOV.UK⁠)
     4.Evaluation of Leeds City Council
 Leeds provides a particularly developed approach to communicating Early Help. Its Early Help information explains that support should begin early in the life of a problem and that Early Help is voluntary, with consent from children, young people and families sought. The council describes Early Help as “everyone’s business” and identifies a range of universal and targeted services, including GPs, schools, children’s centres, youth services, clusters, and Family Hubs. (Leeds⁠) A major strength is the use of a graduated approach. Leeds explains how families can move from universal support to more targeted help and, where necessary, more intensive services. This helps communicate that Early Help is not simply another referral route but part of a continuum of support. The Family Information Service also provides a useful gateway for families. It includes information about childcare, family services, health and wellbeing, child development, support for different age groups, SEND services and concerns about children. Families can contact the service by telephone or email, while translation and British Sign Language interpreting support are also found. (Leeds⁠)Another significant strength is the development of seven Family Hubs. Leeds describes these as a way of bringing different organisations together so families can access support more easily. The hubs involve professionals from areas including early help, social work, mental health, domestic abuse, substance use, SEND and policing. (Leeds⁠)This stands for strong multi-agency working because families can access several forms of support through a more integrated system. The council also states that the Family Hubs and Early Help Service have worked to develop comprehensive digital information for children, families, and partner agencies. (Leeds⁠)A potential weakness is that the Leeds system has a considerable amount of information. Although this is useful for families with specific needs, a person unfamiliar with Early Help may initially find the distinction between Family Hubs, Early Help, the Family Information Service, and children’s social care complicated. Clearer “start here” pathways could therefore make the website even more accessible.




5.Evaluation of Norfolk County Council
 Norfolk has developed a broad prevention and Early Help approach. Its strategy describes Early Help as support provided as soon as a problem appears and emphasises working with children and families to build their strengths and capacity to make positive changes. (Norfolk County Council⁠) The Norfolk approach has also moved towards Family Hubs and community-based support. Information provided through the Norfolk safeguarding partnership explains that universal and community-based Early Help includes education, health, youth and housing support, Best Start Family Hubs and other community services. (norfolklscp.org.uk⁠) A strength of the Norfolk approach is its emphasis on providing support at the right level. This reflects the preventative purpose of Early Help and can reduce unnecessary escalation into statutory services. The system also provides pathways for professionals to request support where more targeted help is needed. Norfolk has also developed a Family Hubs model intended to provide joined-up, family-focused support. Information about the model explains that it is intended to provide accessible support for families with children aged 0–19, or up to 25 for young people with SEND, through local and online provision. (CS Apps⁠) However, the communication of Early Help can appear more professionally focused than the Leeds approach. Some of the available information uses terminology such as thresholds, Requests for Support, Family Help, and multi-agency processes. These concepts are important for professionals but may be less understandable to parents and carers. Norfolk nevertheless proves strong multi-agency principles. A government case study shows Norfolk as an example of transformation towards a more proactive, integrated, and holistic Early Help system. (GOV.UK⁠)
   6. Evaluation of Staffordshire County Council
  Staffordshire provides clear information about Early Help through its Family Hubs and         Families First sections. Its Early Help webpage explains Early Help in straightforward language, describing it as local services and professionals providing information, advice, guidance, and support early when families need more support. (Staffordshire County Council⁠)One of Staffordshire’s strongest features is its use of Staffordshire Connects as a directory of services. Families are directed towards information about several types of support and can also access local groups and activities through Family Hubs. (Staffordshire County Council⁠)The Family Support Services page gives further examples, including parenting support, family learning, reducing parental conflict, Community Family Support Services and Early Help practitioners. It also signposts families towards safeguarding services and other external support. (Staffordshire County Council⁠)Staffordshire’s Families First model also proves an integrated approach. The service brings together Early Help Teams, safeguarding units, looked-after children’s services and children’s disability teams across geographical areas. The council describes this as a coordinated response intended to provide a joined-up approach for children, young people, and families. (Staffordshire County Council⁠)Another strength is the clarity of its contact arrangements. Staffordshire provides a dedicated Children’s Advice Service telephone number and explains different routes depending on whether a family needs Early Help, existing social care support, or urgent safeguarding help. (Staffordshire County Council⁠)The main weakness is that information is distributed across several areas of the website, including Family Hubs, Families First, Early Help and Staffordshire Connects. Although links connect these services, families may need to move between different pages before understanding the complete support pathway.

        7. Comparative analysis
The three local authorities share the same broad principle: families should receive support early and services should work together to prevent difficulties from escalating. However, the way this principle is communicated different . Leeds provides the strongest explanation of the Early Help model itself. Its graduated approach clearly demonstrates how support can progress from universal services to targeted and more intensive interventions. The Family Hubs also provide a strong practical example of multi-agency working, bringing professionals and organisations together in community settings. (Leeds⁠) Norfolk has a strong strategic and partnership approach. Its emphasis on prevention, Family Hubs and community-based support is consistent with the Early Help System Guide. However, some information appears more focused towards professionals and may require families to understand terminology such as thresholds and Requests for Support. (norfolklscp.org.uk⁠) Staffordshire is particularly effective at practical signposting. The Early Help page and Staffordshire Connects provide families with routes towards local services, while Family Hubs provide community-based support. (Staffordshire County Council⁠) In terms of accessibility, Leeds has an advantage because it combines an explanation of Early Help with a Family Information Service and Family Hubs. It also shows translation and BSL support. (Leeds⁠) Staffordshire has strong practical signposting but could simplify the relationship between its different webpages. Norfolk has a broad range of information but could make family-facing information more prominent and reduce professional terminology.


     8.Conclusion
Overall, all three local authorities demonstrate commitment to Early Help and multi-agency working. Their approaches broadly reflect the principles contained in the Early Help System Guide and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026. Early Help is presented as preventative support that involves multiple agencies rather than a single service. Of the three authorities examined, Leeds City Council appears to provide the most effective and accessible overall approach. Its Early Help explanation is clear, its graduated model helps families understand different levels of support, and its Family Hubs give a practical example of integrated multi-agency support. The Family Information Service also provides a useful gateway to wider services. (Leeds⁠) 




          9. Recommendations 

However, improvements could still be made. First, each local authority could provide a simple “I need help” starting point written specifically for parents and carers. Second, information could be organised around common family problems rather than organisational structures. For example, families could select “school attendance”,“parenting”, “money problems”, “mental health” or “relationship difficulties” and at once see relevant support. Third, websites should minimise professional terminology and explain unavoidable terms in plain language. Finally, local authorities should regularly test website accessibility with families, including people with disabilities and those who have limited digital confidence. Effective signposting is more than providing links. Families need to understand where to start, what support is available, whether they can contact the service themselves and what will happen next. Local authority websites therefore have a key role in making the wider Early Help system visible, understandable, and accessible to families.
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