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[bookmark: _Toc225118217]1.0 Introduction
Early Help is a cornerstone of child and family welfare in England, offering preventive services before challenges escalate into crises requiring statutory action. According to HM Government (2022), Early Help encompasses all assistance aimed at improving a family's resilience and outcomes, or at minimising the risk that a problem will become more severe. The quality with which local authorities convey this offer through their online channels is of utmost importance in a time when the finite nature of available state resources has been matched by rising demand for statutory children's services.
This report looks at signposting Early Help to the families by 3 local authorities in the form of Norfolk County Council, Leeds City Council and Nottinghamshire County Council on their public-facing websites. It also analyses the digital communication strategies of each authority, based on statutory guidance, government policy, and academic evidence, to provide a comparative analysis and suggest the most effective approach to government communication.
[bookmark: _Toc225118218]2.0 The Early Help System
Early Help, defined as working together to Safeguard Children (HM Government, 2023) is the assistance of children and families immediately as difficulties arise, irrespective of their age. It is a needs-based, proactive response along a spectrum of support, including universal services available to everyone, selective services offered to those with identified vulnerabilities, and more intensive specialist services. This staged-based strategy means that families receive appropriate help at the appropriate time, thereby avoiding the development of such guard provisions at the statutory child protection level.
The Early Help System Guide (HM Government, 2022) is a national guide based on four principles, which include early intervention, full family working, multi-agency, and outcome measurement. It characterises Early Help as an integrated system and not a single service - a coordinated network of organisations in the public, voluntary and independent sectors. At the local level, it is operationalised through a Continuum of Need, which assists agencies in assigning lead practitioners to organise support for families with multiple, complex needs (HM Government, 2022).
Its legislative basis is the Children Act 1989, which imposed an obligation upon the local authorities to provide children in need with the services, and the Children Act 2004, which obliged a collaboration between the agencies in order to ensure the welfare of children. Early Help took a new focus as a shared professional duty in the Munro Review of Child Protection (Munro, 2011), which shifted its focus away from bureaucratic compliance to relational and child-focused practice where need is identified proactively; the latter being a principle that is enshrined in the existing statutory framework (HM Government, 2023).
One major delivery system of the Early Help is the Family Hub model, which is a combination of various services in one accessible, integrated contact point. Family Hubs offer a physical, digital or telephonic front door and self-referral / specialist-referred point where families can access professional support (DfE/DLUHC, 2022). Once families are unable to traverse a council site to find assistance, the preventative case of Early Help is worded straight away, cautionary - making efficient digital communication an insurance requirement.
[bookmark: _Toc225118219]3.0 Interdisciplinary and Multi-Agency Working.
The operational framework of the Early Help system is multi-agency working, as described in Working Together to Safeguard Children (HM Government, 2023), as a practice involving organisations working together to meet the needs of children through effective information sharing, joint decision-making, and coordinated intervention. It recognises that the compound, overlapping requirements of vulnerable families cannot be adequately addressed by a single profession operating in isolation.
The statutory framework puts three lead agencies, which include the local authority, the Integrated Care Board (ICB) and the Chief Officer of Police, on the peak of the local Safeguarding Partnerships, charged with the strategic oversight, coordination of resources and alignment of all agencies, concluding with children (HM Government, 2023). The 2023 Stronger multi-agency practice standards and new principles of working with parents and carers in Working Together brought about the collaborative practice principle throughout the system.
A combined thematic review by Ofsted, the Care Quality Commission, and Her Majesty's Inspectorate of Constabulary (Ofsted et al., 2023) found that, although an intention to engage in multi-agency collaboration was commonplace, inter-agency communication (and communication with schools in particular) was uneven. The second source of referrals to children's social care was schools, but school heads often reported working in isolation as professionals. This structural conflict between aspiration and operational reality continues to be a very important national challenge involving Early Help delivery.
The interdisciplinary working necessitates the health, education, social care and the voluntary sector practitioners to form common professional knowledge, rather than a sharing of information. An example of this ambition can be the Leeds Practice Model (Leeds City Council, 2024a), which incorporates trauma-informed practice, restorative approaches, and multi-agency structures into one framework of all the practitioners that work with families in Leeds.
[bookmark: _Toc225118220]4.0 Comparison of Local Authority Websites
[bookmark: _Toc225118221]4.1 Norfolk County Council
The Early Help web presence of Norfolk County Council is typified by plain language messages that are easily reached by audiences and which explicitly give the family demographic priority. The site positions Early Help as an information, advice, and guidance service for families, with the explicit purpose of assisting as soon as challenges emerge, to prevent family concerns from escalating into larger problems (Norfolk County Council, 2024a). Notably, the site extends eligibility to young people up to 25 years of age in situations of special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) in line with inclusive national best practice.
The Family Hub model is well-defined, and self- and professional referrals have clear pathways. Children Advice and Duty Service (CADS) provides specialist consultation services to practitioners (Norfolk County Council, 2024b). Family Hub and Start PS6 million reached Norfolk, enabling physical Hub sites as well as long-term outreach (Norfolk County Council, 2022). The Just One Norfolk online health platform builds on the Early Help offer by providing Internet access, making information accessible to families at any time.
Nevertheless, the Early Help pages in Norfolk are relatively short, and the strategy implemented there is less comprehensive than that presented on the comparator sites. The Signs of Safety model is referenced in professional documents, but in a manner that is not readily understandable to ordinary readers, which is a missed opportunity to clarify the process for family members.
[bookmark: _Toc225118222]4.2 Leeds City Council
Leeds City Council has the most developed web presence for Early Help among the three authorities under discussion. Its online platform provides a stratified and orchestrated arrangement of web pages with universal, targeted and specialist services, backed by a consistent theme that Early Help is everybody business (Leeds City Council, 2024a). The quality and richness of Leeds's digital communication are mirrored by the fact that Leeds's children's services have received the prestigious Ofsted Outstanding rating, awarded for only three consecutive years in the history of the United Kingdom.
An example of a good public communication that can be discussed is the Family Hubs and Early Help Front Door One Minute Guide (Leeds City Council, 2024b). It describes the mission, staffing structure, and contact information of the seven Family Hubs that are about to be established in the city and are jointly located within the current community hubs. Each hub team comprises early help practitioners, social workers, domestic abuse and substance use coordinators, a SEND coordinator, and a police officer, who openly share the concept of multi-agency integration with the community. Leeds directly pre-empts discussion by talking to families before filling the form, asking anyone to call and get guidance on what to do, a relation-framing in line with the whole-family advice (HM Government, 2022; Munro, 2011).
[bookmark: _Toc225118223]4.3 Nottinghamshire County Council.
Nottinghamshire's strategy is one of ongoing evolution, well documented. Strategic efforts to enhance the multi-agency offer of Early Help are evident in the Early Help Development Plan (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2024a), and all agencies within the Children Trust collaborate to deliver a seamless and coherent service. This openness to people is an actual positive, a responsibility and goodwill sign.
By the beginning of 2025, ten of eighteen proposed Family Hub Networks were already operational, and the Early Help Unit was available via telephone and an online referral form, with self-referral options clearly available to families (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2024b).
There is, however, no unified landing page, and the Early Help content of Nottinghamshire is organised into several subpages, including Early Years, Family Hubs, Family Service, Early Help Unit, and Development Plan. This is a structural problem that will marginalise families in distress, who may not survive the various navigational processes. Digital communication in Nottinghamshire remains more professionally oriented than in Leeds and Norfolk, which are more family-based.
[bookmark: _Toc225118224]5.0 Comparative Analysis
There is evidence that all three authorities are investing in the early help principles outlined in the national guidance; however, the quality and accessibility of the digital communication process differ significantly. Leeds shows the most integration between strategic policy, multi-agency practice, and focusing communication on the family members - the openness with which it describes how to compose the Hub team, the philosophy of their relational access, and its publication of how it acts in terms of the Leeds Practice Model are all incomparable. Norfolk provides the most regularly available language to the lay audience, which is useful with families with no knowledge about professional frameworks. Nottinghamshire, though characterised by strategic ambitions, offers the most disjointed user journey and requires significant integration to make access comparable to that of its competitors.
One commonality among all three sites is the low visibility of multi-agency among family audiences. Health services, police, housing, and voluntary organisations are not always perceived as part of public-facing materials, an oversight which is not entirely compatible with the idea of demo graphing the concept of safeguarding as a collective effort promoted by Working Together 2023 (HM Government, 2023). All three websites did not provide substantive multilingual information, which could favour unfair access for families whose mother tongue is not English, contrary to the universal goal of the Early Help system (HM Government, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc225118225]6.0 Conclusion and Recommendations.
This report has explored the use of digital communication in Nottinghamshire County Council, Leeds City Council, and Norfolk County Council to publicise their Early Help offer to families. It concludes that the most effective and accessible communication is provided by Leeds City Council, due to its multi-audience, layered content; an open, multi-agency composition; consistent adherence to the Leeds Practice Model; and official verification of practice excellence by Ofsted. Norfolk is an excellent contender in terms of the availability of family language and non-discriminatory eligibility criteria. Strategically, Nottinghamshire is quite transparent, but there must be substantial consolidation of web content within the Early Help offer to ensure it is accessible to families.
The recommendations that can be made to enhance the digital Early Help communication in all three authorities include the following:
· The three authorities need to develop a single, unified Early Help landing page that presents a concise, family-friendly overview of what is available and who is eligible, and provides means of contact.
· The multi-agency nature of the Early Help offer should be expressly communicated on websites, with partner organisations listed and based in the health, police, housing, and voluntary sectors.
· There should be multilingual content that is developed and highly signposted to avoid inequality among other families whose mother tongue is not English.
· First-time users should be offered brief, jargon-free explanations of the Early Help Assessment, the Team Around the Family process, and the graduated threshold model.
Indeed, the real work of the services, as Munro (2011) has suggested, lies in the quality of relations and the simplicity with which families will be approached to help. The primary point of contact for a family in crisis and support is often a local authority, the first to be reached. This should not merely be well done, but a necessity.
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