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Introduction
In England, Early Help is considered as an integral part of safeguarding and family support. It is intended to identify and address emerging difficulty with children, young people, and families before it goes too far and needs to be referred to the statutory services. National policy documents have reinforced the importance of Early Help, including the Early Help System Guide (Department for Education, 2022) and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (Department for Education, 2025), both of which highlight the need for collaborative, preventative, and family-centred approaches to supporting families. Effective communication, therefore, is key to ensuring families have access to information, understand what help is available and can access this help at the earliest opportunity (Lloyd et al., 2023).
This report explores the ways in which local authorities are sharing information about Early Help and all family support services on their websites. The report further analyses how each authority demonstrates multi-agency working and partnership approaches in line with national guidance. The report compares the strengths and weaknesses of each site to highlight which local authority is in the best position to signpost Early Help services and recommendations are made to improve communication and access for families.
The Early Help System
Early help system is the term used to describe a system of services, professionals, and interventions, proactively and effectively supporting children, young people and families the moment difficulties arise. The Early Help System Guide defines Early Help as not one service but a system-wide approach to working together between multiple agencies to get the right things done for families (Department for Education, 2022). The good practice points highlighted in the guide are the importance of prevention, early intervention, evidence-based practice, and whole family support. Professionals can spot needs early and prevent problems from escalating into statutory safeguarding issues that would otherwise need action.
Supporting children and families early when a problem arises can make a significant difference in the outcomes of their care according to Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (Department for Education, 2025). Early Help can cover parenting support, emotional wellbeing services, education support, housing support, financial advice, youth services and interventions for domestic abuse and/or substance misuse. It is a voluntary process, with a strong emphasis on partnership working between families and professionals. The Early Help Assessment (EHA) is a key element in the Early Help process as it allows practitioners to assess strengths, needs, and appropriate interventions for the families (YoungMinds, 2021).
Part of the strength of the Early Help System is that it strives to empower families, not merely react to crises. The national guidance supports a strengths-based approach, recognises the strengths and resilience of families, and offers targeted support when needed. Local authorities have a responsibility to ensure information around Early Help is readily available, understandable, and accessible for families (SCIE, 2018). Thus, the ability to communicate effectively with the website is a key factor in helping families to access child interventions and improve family outcomes.
Multi-Agency Working within Early Help
A key element of the Early Help System is multi-agency working. It brings together professionals from a range of sectors (education, health, social care, housing, youth services, and voluntary organisations) to evaluate needs and plan for children and families (YoungMinds, 2021). Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 makes clear that good safeguarding and early help relies on working together, sharing information and being collectively responsible between agencies (Department for Education, 2025). No one organisation can provide all vulnerable children and families what they need; this is why integrated working is key.
Partnership working is recognised as one of the features of a mature Early Help system in the Early Help System Guide (Department for Education, 2022). Multi-agency working is effective, develops a whole family picture and avoids duplication of services. It also facilitates coordinated action planning and provides for efficient and consistent delivery of support. The information sharing and multi-agency decision making between professionals is enabled through mechanisms such as Team Around the Family (TAF) meetings, Early Help Assessments, Family Hubs, and Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hubs (MASH) (Dixon et al., 2022).
Moreover, multi-agency responses enhance the availability of services to families, provide more consistent referral pathways, and minimise the need for families to tell their story to a range of professionals more than once. It also promotes more comprehensive interventions, as cross-cutting interventions like mental health, school attendance, housing, domestic violence, and financial issues are addressed (Department for Education, 2023). Therefore, strong multi-agency working is expected to be evident in local authority Early Help information and referral procedures.
Evaluation of Leicestershire County Council Website
Leicestershire County Council has one of the most detailed descriptions of Early Help of the three websites looked at. The site makes clear what Early Help is, when families might need help, who can provide help, and what kinds of help are offered (Leicester County Council, 2026). Families are given practical examples of where Early Help could be helpful such as
[bookmark: _Int_aw9Rdd7I]behaviour concerns, abuse issues, housing problems, parental issues, and addiction issues. This detailed explanation is similar to the preventative principles set out in the Early Help System Guide (Department for Education, 2022).
One of the key strengths of the Leicestershire website is its clearness about the Early Help process. Families are made aware of referral processes, the Early Help Assessment, action plans, review processes, and the role of a lead professional. The website clearly states how services work together via a Team Around the Family approach and this is consistent with the principles of working in a multi-agency way (Leicester County Council, 2026). Further, counselling support documents, referral forms, and information on the Multi-Agency Support Panel (MASP) support the council's practice focussed approach.
Nevertheless, although the site is extremely comprehensive, there is a significant quantity of professional jargon in the site including the MARF, MASP and Signs of Safety mapping processes. These resources are useful for practitioners but may be difficult for some families to understand due to the language (Gotlieb et al., 2022). It is also very text-heavy, which can make it less accessible for those who are less literate or less confident navigating the digital world.
Evaluation of Leeds City Council Website
Early help is a strength based, family centred approach to providing the right support at the right time, according to Leeds City Council. The principles of the Early Help System Guide and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 are reflected on the website emphasising empowerment, resilience and partnership working with families (NSPCC, 2023). However, instead of a pragmatic, localised focus like Leicestershire, Leeds have a more conceptual and strategic approach and talk about Early Help being ‘everybody's businesses and the need for universal, targeted and specialist services.
[bookmark: _Int_nGrQ7u9j]A strength of the Leeds website is the application of the Thrive Model and graduated response framework. This assists families and professionals to understand that the level of support is stepped up as it is required ranging from universal services to specialist services. There is also a clear description of the role of Family Hubs, schools, youth services, and health professionals, with clear evidence of multi-agency collaboration (Leeds City Council, 2022). Leeds Practice Framework and the principles of restorative practice are included, reflecting commitment to relationship-based working and family engagement.
However, there are some restrictions. Much of the information is geared to professionals and not families. Some parents may find it confusing to understand the meaning of terms such as clusters, targeted service leaders, safeguarding thresholds, and statutory frameworks
(Buivydaite et al., 2022). Also, families requesting assistance immediately may have to go through multiple connect points to get to their specific referral information. Leeds has a very strategic and integrated model, but the communication may be more direct and user-friendly for non-professional users.
Evaluation of Nottinghamshire County Council Website
Nottinghamshire County Council has significantly less information about Early Help services, when compared with the other two authorities. The website is about the role of the Early Help Unit and how Early Help Advisors give guidance, referrals and support to families and professionals. The website also details referral pathways and the information given to explain that cases with safeguarding concerns should be referred to the Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hub (MASH) (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2025).
The easy navigation of the site ensures contact information is prominently posted, and families know where to get advice. The role of Early Help Advisor is clearly outlined, and the referral process is simple. In addition, the website recognises the significance of working in partnerships and Team Around the Family meetings aligning with national guidance (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2025).
The site however is not as in-depth or detailed as Leicestershire and Leeds. Little explanation of what Early Help is, who is entitled to use services, what help is available and how help is provided. Families may not be familiar with what is meant by Early Help, and this can make it difficult to understand the support available (NSPCC, 2023). The website, therefore, has good contact routes, but lacks information to fully inform families about Early Help services and support options.
Comparative Analysis of Strengths and Weaknesses
The three local authority websites show that each council has a different approach to communicating Early Help services and therefore families have various levels of accessibility to, and effectiveness of, the service. Leicestershire County Council is the most detailed and comprehensive, explaining what Early Help is, who can refer for it, the types of support available, how it is assessed and how to refer. This is consistent with the principles set out in the Early Help System Guide (Department for Education, 2022) that places emphasis on ensuring that all families are aware of how to access help before issues become problematic. The website's strengths are the transparency, clear referral pathways, and broad details on multi-agency working practice such as Team Around the Family and Multi-Agency Support Panel. Some parents and carers, however, may be overwhelmed by the amount of information provided and the professional jargon used, especially if they have less education or experience of using safeguarding services.
Leeds City Council take a more strengths-based and preventative approach, building on strengths and resilience within the family. The site makes a strong statement of the concept of “Early Help is everybody's business” and emphasises the importance of providing universal, targeted and specialist services to help families. This aligns with the recommendations of Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 to encourage co-ordinated and child-centred support systems (NSPCC, 2023). Partnership working and family engagement is a strength of the Leeds website. Much of the information, however, seems geared towards practitioners; and terms like clusters, targeted service leaders and graduated responses are not necessarily familiar to people outside the profession.
Nottinghamshire County Council's has clear details about the Early Help Unit and what they do, about referral pathways and contact details. This simplicity is a strength as families can readily identify the point of contact for advice and support without having to wade through lots of information. The website also clarifies the difference between Early Help and concerns for safeguarding which are referred to the MASH (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2025). The little information given is however, a weakness in comparison to the other two authorities.
In general, Leicestershire offers the most detailed and transparent information; it would be helpful to simplify the use of professional language to make this information more accessible for families (Gotlieb et al., 2022). Leeds is good at communicating strategic principles and service delivery in an integrated way but some of its information is too practitioner-focused, and Nottinghamshire is good at being simple but not detailed enough to inform families' decisions. Thus, Leicestershire is doing the best of the three authorities in balancing information provision, service transparency, and promotion of multi-agency support, and is the best example of good Early Help communication for families.

Conclusion and Recommendations
The analysis illustrates that all three local authorities are aware of the need for Early Help and multi-agency working in relation to children, young people, and families. The key principles outlined in the Early Help System Guide and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 are reflected in each website. There are, however, huge variations in the quality of the communication of information to families.
Of the three authorities, Leicestershire County Council seem to be most effective and accessible in its information about Early Help services. The website provides detailed information on the support available, referrals routes, assessment procedures and working in partnership. It could do with some work to make the terminology used by professionals easier to understand, however, the overall quality and scope of information make it the best example of effective Early Help signposting.
All three authorities should do more to communicate using visual aids, infographics, and family friendly language to improve communication further. Leeds could help to make some of its professional jargon easier to understand and give families more straightforward information on how to access referrals; Nottinghamshire should help to improve what they offer in terms of information about services and pathways. These enhancements would enable local authorities to improve accessibility, enable earlier engagement with support services, and so enhance outcomes.
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