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Introduction
[bookmark: _Int_nncvaoSD][bookmark: _Int_NAS2hz9L]Early Help is a foundational element of the children’s safeguarding framework in England, designed to provide prompt support to children, young people, and their families before emerging difficulties escalate into complex, high-risk situations requiring statutory social care intervention (Department for Education, 2026). It is defined as any form of support offered as soon as a concern or challenge arises, delivered through coordinated multi-agency working to prevent long-term harm and improve life outcomes (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022). For this preventative approach to work as intended, however, families must first be able to find, understand, and act on information about what support exists, who it is for, and how to get in touch.
[bookmark: _Int_JOAaKEVu]Local authority websites can be an important first point of contact for families seeking guidance on a wide range of life challenges: parenting struggles, financial hardship, housing instability, mental health difficulties, domestic abuse, educational underachievement, or worries about a child’s wellbeing (Morris et al., 2020). The clarity, visibility and accessibility of Early Help information on these platforms may influence whether families reach out early or delay seeking support until their circumstances have deteriorated (Ofsted, Care Quality Commission and His Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services, 2023). Nevertheless, information may be distributed across council, safeguarding partnership, health, and voluntary-sector websites, potentially making services harder for families to navigate.
[bookmark: _Int_38B7Y23r]This report evaluates how three local authorities – Leeds City Council, Norfolk County Council and Nottinghamshire County Council – present and signpost Early Help and family support services on their public websites. It begins by explaining the national policy context, core principles of the Early Help system, and the critical role of multi-agency partnership working. Each authority’s online provision is then assessed against clear criteria: how well it explains what Early Help is, who can access it, what support is available, how to make contact, and how easy it is for families to navigate the information provided. A comparative analysis identifies shared strengths, common gaps, and key differences between the three areas, before concluding with recommendations and broader implications for policy and practice.
The Early Help System: National Policy and Core Principles
Early Help is not a single service, but a coordinated system of preventative support shaped by national guidance and delivered through partnerships between local authorities and other agencies (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022). It primarily supports children and young people under the age of 18, although some Family Hub and SEND-related services extend provision to young adults up to the age of 25. Early Help should be family-centred, strengths-based and responsive to need; rather than concentrating only on difficulties, practitioners should recognise families’ existing capabilities, involve them in decisions, and keep a clear focus on children’s welfare (Department for Education, 2026).
[bookmark: _Int_qQ9tlCQ6]The central principle of Early Help is that prompt intervention may prevent emerging difficulties from becoming more serious, complex, and harmful to children’s long-term development (Early Intervention Foundation, 2019). Families may need help with interconnected concerns, including school attendance, behavioural difficulties, parental mental health, relationship conflict, financial hardship, insecure housing or harmful relationships (Featherstone, White and Morris, 2014). Early Help does not replace universal provision from schools, health visitors, or primary healthcare services. Instead, it coordinates additional support when universal services alone are unable to meet the family’s needs (Department for Education, 2026).
[bookmark: _Int_MtjdMVSa][bookmark: _Int_qVjBAFAi][bookmark: _Int_itaBMjdO]The development of Family Hubs reflects the national aim of creating a more integrated and accessible route into family support (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022). Family Hubs bring together services such as parenting support, health advice, education, mental health provision and early-years assistance. However, the effectiveness of this model depends on families being able to understand what Family Hubs provide, identify their nearest service, and locate a clear pathway for requesting support.
Multi-Agency Working in Early Help
[bookmark: _Int_hWG3HGdA][bookmark: _Int_nmnZYVjP][bookmark: _Int_KjWOihk9]Effective Early Help cannot be delivered by one service alone, because family difficulties rarely fall neatly into the responsibility of a single team (Morris et al., 2020). A child who is missing school regularly may be affected by unstable housing, a parent’s poor health, or bullying at school – all issues that require coordinated action across housing, health and education services (Ofsted, CQC and HMICFRS, 2023). Multi-agency working is therefore the backbone of the Early Help system, requiring close cooperation between local authorities, schools, NHS services, the police, housing providers, and voluntary and community groups (Department for Education, 2026).
[bookmark: _Int_XOGdSRQM][bookmark: _Int_AGEdlCSo]When this works well, professionals share information appropriately, agree on a single plan for the family, and avoid making families repeat their story over and over again (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022). Teams work together to find needs early, agree who will take the lead, and review progress regularly to make sure support is making a difference (Early Intervention Foundation, 2019). However, putting this into practice brings real challenges: different organisations have different priorities, different ways of describing needs, and different rules about what information they can share (Ofsted, CQC and HMICFRS, 2023). These barriers often show up clearly online: where partnership working is strong, websites explain how services link together; where cooperation is weaker, families are left to jump between separate pages and separate websites to build a full picture of what is available (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2024).
Evaluation of Leeds City Council Website
Leeds City Council provides extensive information about Early Help, Family Hubs and related family support services across its website, closely aligned with the shared approach set out by the Leeds Safeguarding Children Partnership (Leeds Safeguarding Children Partnership, n.d.).
Strengths
[bookmark: _Int_0Oymq0PY][bookmark: _Int_4DQe51Z0]Leeds clearly positions Early Help as support available “as soon as families need it”, matching the core preventative message set out in national guidance (Leeds City Council, n.d.-a). The website provides information about Family Hubs across the city, including their locations and the range of support available – from parenting classes and child health checks to advice on benefits and school support (Leeds City Council, n.d.-b). This level of detail demonstrates transparency about local provision and helps families identify services relevant to their area.
The website also includes a dedicated Family Information Service, which acts as a central gateway to details about childcare, early years provision, youth clubs, support for young carers, services for care leavers, and help for families with disabled children (Leeds City Council, n.d.-c). Links to the safeguarding partnership’s own Early Help pages help reinforce that this is a system run by many different agencies working together, and the partnership’s stated aim of having “the right conversation with the right person at the right time” is clearly visible (Leeds Safeguarding Children Partnership, n.d.).
Limitations
[bookmark: _Int_xnHtWiSD][bookmark: _Int_JG2pK3Li][bookmark: _Int_tUNTkcEk][bookmark: _Int_gVEIFSal]The biggest drawback of Leeds’ approach is its sheer size and complexity. Information is spread across multiple sections of the website, and families may need to click through many pages before finding clear instructions on how to ask for help (Leeds City Council, n.d.-a, n.d.-b, n.d.-c). This illustrates a tension between providing comprehensive information and maintaining usability. While extensive information demonstrates transparency, excessive navigation may discourage families experiencing stress or limited digital confidence from seeking support at an early stage (Morris et al., 2020). Some key details about how to request support are also buried in guidance written for social workers and other professionals, rather than highlighted clearly for families (Leeds Safeguarding Children Partnership, n.d.).
Overall, Leeds provides the most comprehensive information of the three authorities; however, its complexity illustrates that comprehensiveness alone does not guarantee accessibility. Families experiencing stress or limited digital confidence may struggle to navigate the volume of information, potentially delaying engagement with Early Help services.
Evaluation of Norfolk County Council Website
Norfolk County Council’s information about Early Help is organised into a clear, dedicated section for children and families, with a consistent focus on what families need to know (Norfolk County Council, n.d.-a).
Strengths
Norfolk’s greatest strength is its accessibility and straightforward language. The opening message is warm and reassuring: “If you have difficulties in your family, or if you are worried about your children, there are people who can support you” (Norfolk County Council, n.d.-a). It clearly states that help is available to any family with children under 18, or up to 25 for eligible young people with special educational needs and disabilities and repeats the key message that it is better to ask for support “as soon as difficulties start”, rather than waiting until things get worse (Norfolk County Council, n.d.-a). This directly reflects the preventative ethos set out in national policy (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022).
[bookmark: _Int_06pcT49L][bookmark: _Int_LqUbt9Hn][bookmark: _Int_JCOk2DC8]The process for getting help is exceptionally well signposted. Families can refer themselves directly, or professionals can make a referral with the family’s permission, using a single clear online form (Norfolk County Council, n.d.-b). The website also explains simply what happens after someone gets in touch: trained Early Help advisors will look at the request, talk to the family about their needs, and put them in contact with the most appropriate support (Norfolk County Council, n.d.-b). Information is linked to Best Start services, Family Hubs and the Early Childhood and Family Service, which provides additional support specifically for families with children aged 0–5 (Norfolk County Council, n.d.-c).
Limitations
[bookmark: _Int_4GvDjjdR][bookmark: _Int_P7Q3zlsw][bookmark: _Int_eUNRZnAd][bookmark: _Int_7SnpJaHD][bookmark: _Int_oEBkUElT][bookmark: _Int_T8p9aKZA][bookmark: _Int_QvbL4fBZ]Some supporting information is held on partner websites, such as the local safeguarding partnership and the dedicated NHS children’s health site (Norfolk County Council, n.d.-c). This means families may be directed away from the main council pages, which can disrupt their search and make it harder to keep track of what they have found. This fragmentation undermines the single ‘front door’ principle that Family Hubs are intended to deliver (Department for Education, 2026), and may reinforce perceptions that services are disconnected (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2024). There is also less detailed information about exactly what happens during an assessment or what different types of support look like in practice, compared to what is available in Leeds.
[bookmark: _Int_jMuleO12]Even so, Norfolk sets a very strong example of how to communicate complex information in a way that feels welcoming and easy to follow.
Evaluation of Nottinghamshire County Council Website
Nottinghamshire County Council presents Early Help information through three primary areas: the Early Help Unit, Family Hub Networks, and referral guidance pages (Nottinghamshire County Council, n.d.-a, n.d.-b, n.d.-c).
Strengths
[bookmark: _Int_EF1Pa5Tl]Contact details and self-referral routes are clearly set out: families can call the Early Help Unit or contact their local Family Hub directly to request support, with telephone numbers and email addresses prominently displayed (Nottinghamshire County Council, n.d.-a, n.d.-b). Family Hubs are described as a shared “front door” to all kinds of family support, which matches national policy expectations perfectly (Nottinghamshire County Council, n.d.-c).
[bookmark: _Int_jp2HVOII][bookmark: _Int_X9SIvJvU][bookmark: _Int_MkG5GVxX]The website also draws a very clear line between Early Help and emergency safeguarding concerns, explaining that anyone worried a child is at immediate risk should contact the Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hub instead (Nottinghamshire County Council, n.d.-a). This prevents confusion and helps ensure urgent concerns are passed to the right team quickly, aligning with statutory safeguarding duties (Department for Education, 2026). There is also useful detail about the different levels of support available, from general advice to more intensive help for families facing multiple difficulties (Nottinghamshire County Council, n.d.-a).
Limitations
[bookmark: _Int_wAiBKDMt][bookmark: _Int_dLYTwWsg][bookmark: _Int_VjEsI2jb][bookmark: _Int_lQWpJptj][bookmark: _Int_TLY5ad2p][bookmark: _Int_mP2hAFLG][bookmark: _Int_7G8oL6f8][bookmark: _Int_yZj2pwvZ]Much of the content is written in language that makes most sense to people who already work in children’s services. Terms like “targeted intervention”, “triage”, “step-down” and “graduated offer” are used without explanation, which can leave families unsure what they actually mean (Nottinghamshire County Council, n.d.-a, n.d.-b). This reveals a misalignment between the intended audience and the tone of communication: while the information is factually accurate, it assumes familiarity with professional terminology that most families do not possess, creating an avoidable barrier to access (Morris et al., 2020). Information is also split between social care pages, safeguarding pages and Family Hub pages, so it takes time to build a full picture of the system (Nottinghamshire County Council, n.d.-a, n.d.-b, n.d.-c). While the facts provided are accurate and complete, the tone and structure feel designed for professionals rather than the families the service is meant to support.
Comparative Analysis
All three authorities meet the basic requirement to publish information about Early Help and Family Hubs, and all make clear that support is available before problems reach crisis point (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022). However, there are clear differences in how well their online content serves families.
[bookmark: _Int_SZvzlv3U][bookmark: _Int_QlvoQITC]Leeds offers the most comprehensive coverage, with details about every type of support and every local service. But its size and fragmented structure mean it can be hard to navigate, and it does not always speak directly to families. Norfolk stands out for its simple, reassuring tone, clear eligibility rules and easy-to-follow referral process, making it the most accessible for everyday users. Nottinghamshire provides excellent contact details and clear guidance on when to use Early Help versus emergency safeguarding, but its professional language and scattered layout create unnecessary barriers.
[bookmark: _Int_jfcK0mdq][bookmark: _Int_lJccrkdX]One shared weakness across all three areas is that information is rarely brought together in one single place. Families almost always need to visit multiple pages, and sometimes multiple separate websites, to find out what they need. This is a common challenge across local government, as councils work to align services that were set up and run separately in the past, but it remains a major barrier to families getting help early (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2024).
[bookmark: _Int_9OQAKXhw][bookmark: _Int_vNzQGZAJ]Although all three authorities demonstrate compliance with national guidance, Norfolk’s website most closely reflects the principles of person-centred practice by prioritising accessibility over administrative detail. This suggests that the effectiveness of Early Help depends not only on the availability of services but also on how clearly and accessibly those services are communicated to families.
Conclusion and Recommendations
[bookmark: _Int_qQ4q360f][bookmark: _Int_s5vjhgUC]This review shows that Leeds, Norfolk and Nottinghamshire all provide the information required by national policy, but they differ greatly in how easy they make it for families to access Early Help. Leeds is the most detailed, Nottinghamshire is the clearest about process and boundaries, but Norfolk is the most successful at making families feel welcome and helping them take the next step.
[bookmark: _Int_CxNRTi8T]1. Use plain language consistently: Rewrite or explain technical terms so that any parent or carer can understand what is being described, without needing inside knowledge of how public services work.
2. Create one single main Early Help page: Bring together the purpose of Early Help, who can get it, what is available, and how to ask for support in one central place, with links to more detailed sections rather than spreading key information across dozens of pages.
3. Explain the full process clearly: Add simple step-by-step descriptions of what happens after someone contacts the service, how long it takes, and what support might look like, to reduce anxiety and uncertainty.
[bookmark: _Int_R7okXCni]4. Keep families on main council pages: Summarise key information from partner services on the main site, and only link away when extra detail is needed, so families do not lose their place or get confused moving between different websites.
5. Use different formats: Add short video summaries, easy-read versions, and information in the most common languages used locally, to support families with different access needs.
6. Test content with families: Ask parents and carers to review new or updated pages before they go live, to check whether the information makes sense and is easy to find.
Ultimately, Early Help can only achieve its preventative aims if families are able to recognise their need for support and access it without unnecessary barriers. Local authority websites therefore play an important safeguarding role, acting as the gateway between families and services. Improving the clarity and accessibility of online information has the potential to strengthen early intervention, promote partnership working and improve outcomes for children and young people.
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