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Introduction
Early Help is the bedrock of the UK’s ambition to support children and families earlier, more collaboratively and less intrusively. This study looks at how three local authorities (Leicester City Council, Norfolk County Council and Leeds City Council) use public websites to promote and signpost Early Help and wider family support. It uses national guidance, including Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 and the Supporting Families: Early Help System Guide to measure how well local online content reflects an established, easily available Early Help system and effective multi-agency working.
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Aim and definition
Early Help is defined nationally as a system, not an individual service, and is a network of programmes, procedures and interactions to support families as soon as possible and to avoid escalation to acute statutory intervention. Early Help, sometimes referred to as ‘family help’ in Working Together 2026, blends universal and targeted support, and fosters a whole family, strengths-based approach and longevity of practitioner links.

The key features of a sophisticated Early Help system are:
A family-wide focus: meeting the needs of children in the context of their parents, carers and extended family.
 Clear thresholds and pathways: clear criteria for assistance, including professional and self-referral routes.
 Working across agencies through “team around the family” approaches, shared assessments and joint planning.
 Data-informed practice: understanding need and impact through local evidence.
Co-operation between several agencies.
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Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 outlines the statutory requirements for multi-agency safeguarding arrangements (MASA) which emphasises the shared responsibility of health, local government, law enforcement, education, VCSE organisations and others. It points out
Whole-family, kid-centred practices ranging from universal services to family assistance to child protection.
 Effective Early Help and protection is underpinned by information sharing and joint decision making.
Family help is a multi-disciplinary service offering a blend of section 17 support and targeted Early Help. Family help is often arranged via family hubs and similar establishments.
So local authority websites should not simply describe services but should highlight the multi-agency nature of Early Help, how schools, health, social care and the voluntary sector work together, and how families can navigate that network.
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Leicester City Council
Content & organization
Leicester has a separate "Children, young people and families" section on its main website. There is also a separate page "Early help for children, young people and families". 
 Describes Early Help in simple, family-friendly terms as "support to families when problems first arise".
Outlines some of the common reasons (behaviour, development, housing, domestic abuse, disease, addiction) why people seek help.
 Sets out what is involved in Early Help – childcare, getting to school, emotional health, housing and financial advice, young carers, youth services and support for parents.
 Provides direct contact details (phone number, email) and explains professional and self-referral including how to use a Multi-Agency Referral Form (MARF).
Leicester also has an Early Help and Prevention Offer and an Early Help Strategy online, including ideas such as ‘Early Help is everyone’s business’, goals such as ‘Support–Strengthen–Thrive’ and pledges to co-locate services and work with the community and voluntary sector.
Accessibility and multi-agency focus
Accessibility: Pathways to help (phone, email, MARF) are clear, examples are concrete and language is simple. Explicitly, the age range is from birth to 25.
 Multiagency working: The strategy recognises the shared responsibility between partners and community based networks and specifically refers to the concept of the ‘team around the family’.
Integration with children’s social care The Early Help page conceptually links to children’s social care information and thresholds recommendations to prompt Early Help assessment before statutory referral.
Leicester presents a coherent and well-explained Early Help story, with clear operational signposting and strategic framing overall.




[bookmark: _Toc236679879][bookmark: _Toc236680422]

Norfolk County Council
Content and organization 
The Norfolk site has a section called 'Children and families' which links to a page called 'Early help for children and families'. This document: 
States Early Help is about giving families information, advice and guidance to help them act “as soon as difficulties start”
 Displays the age range, up to 18 (or 25 for youth with SEND).
Understands how adults' concerns about money and mental health affect kids.
 Provides a family hubs approach with links to ‘Learn about family hubs support’ and ‘Ask for early help support’ and access to resources and support in the community online and in person.
A related Request for Support page which also explains how Early Help advisors prioritise requests and signpost families to certain services (Early Childhood and Family Service, Home Start, Healthy Child Program) also provides online forms for families, professionals and volunteers.
Focus on accessibility and multi-agency
Accessibility: Norfolk provides a choice of options (self-referral, professional referral, volunteer support) and is clear and succinct in its language. Online forms and the community directory are easy to locate.
 Family hubs and integration: The model of family hubs is heavily promoted, with emphasis on drop-in access without the need for appointments and comprehensive contact information for hubs around the county.
 Working across agencies: The website does detail a number of services (ECFS, Home Start, NHS Just One Norfolk) but the multi-agency element is more implied than explicit in terms of collaborative evaluations or “team around the family” procedures.
Norfolk’s online offer is strong around practical signposting and locality-based access, but less clear around the strategic Early Help vision and multi-agency practice model.
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Content and structure
On the Leads’ website, under the ‘Children and families’ section, there are a number of Early Help resources including:
A one-minute guide to early assistance focusing on voluntary participation, consent and early intervention “regardless of the age of the child or young person” and describing early assistance as “everyone’s business”.
Description of the Thrive model and the progressive model moving from universal services (GP, school) to more intensive support through focused services (children’s centres, youth services, clusters).
 Clear descriptions of ‘getting help’, ‘getting more help’ and ‘getting risk support’ that closely resemble the Working Together 2026 continuum.
Leeds is also home to:
A Family Information Service page with contact details, translation/BSL options and a central gateway to childcare, family services and support.
The Families programmes site lists children’s centres, family hubs, cluster support, drug rehab programmes, public health, mental health, healthy holidays and family group conferencing.
A One-Minute Guide: Family Hubs and the Early Help Front Door team (describing the close working between the Early Help Front Door and the Social Work Duty and Advice team and the multi-disciplinary Family Hub teams (including early help practitioners, social workers, substance use, domestic abuse, mental health, SEND co-ordinators and police officers).
Prioritise Accessibility and Multiagency
 Accessibility: Leeds has created short easy-to-read ‘one-minute guides’ in plain English. The graded approach is easy to grasp conceptually and visually, which helps families and practitioners determine where they fit.
 The definition of Family Hubs is clear in identifying the multi-disciplinary teams and collaborative activity required by the MASA and family assistance requirements in Working Together 2026.
Integration and Pathways – The Early Help Front Door is a single point of contact for professionals and families, working to Leeds practise principles and restorative approaches. It is directly related to social work responsibility and guidance.
Leeds has a well-developed Early Help narrative, which is theoretically informed and practice aligned. Multi-agency structures and pathways are evident.
Advantages and disadvantages of comparative analysis
Main strengths of local authorities’ Major drawbacks
Leicester has a clear understanding of early help, strong strategic documents, a clear ‘team around the family’ and easy access. Less graphic pathway explanations Some Early Help content a little more practitioner focused.
Norfolk has a strong model of family hubs, with age-specific age ranges, online request forms and effective locality-based signposting. The Early Help narrative is more service listing than system focused with little clear explanation of multi-agency practice.
Leeds has very accessible ‘one-minute guides’, a graded Thrive model that is easy to understand, explicit multidisciplinary Family Hubs and Front Door and good national guidance alignment. The amount of material is overwhelming, and some of it presumes that practitioners are already familiar with models.
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 Clarity of description – Leeds and Leicester go further in describing Early Help as ‘everyone’s business’ and as a continuum of support but all three authorities give a comprehensible definition.
Access methods: Leeds has a well-documented Front Door mechanism and a number of hubs which could be particularly useful for professionals and families with complex demands, whilst Leicester and Norfolk offer basic phone/email and online form options.
 Whole family and life span focus: All three acknowledge general age ranges and family level issues (housing, money, mental health). Norfolk and Leeds specifically include SEND up to 25, alongside national guidance on inclusive practice.
Interaction between different agencies
The importance of the shared vision and partnership governance is highlighted in the Early Help System Guide and is echoed in Leicester’s references to ‘team around the family’, local networks and strategic partnership groups.
 Norfolk does not explicitly mention joint assessments or shared plans but suggests multiagency working through its family hubs and links to ECFS, Home Start and NHS services.
Leeds uses the Leeds Practice Model, which is very similar to the collaboration Together 2026’s requirements for MASA and family support, to describe multidisciplinary Family Hub teams, the integration of the Early Help Front Door with social work duty and advice and other aspects of multiagency collaboration.
Adherence to national guidelines
Early Help System Guide: The Leicester strategy and the Leeds Thrive model and Front Door arrangements are indicative of mature system descriptions (shared vision, clear paths, multi-agency governance) showing both cities’ excellent congruence with the concept of Early Help as a system.
 Working Together 2026: Norfolk is more focused on access to services than the underlying safeguarding framework; Leicester is more conceptual; and Leeds most clearly reflects the family help continuum and multi-agency safeguarding arrangements.
Conclusion and recommendations
The most effective and affordable local government
Overall, Leeds City Council has the most useful and easily accessible online resources for Early Help and wider family support. It provides families and practitioners with a clear and understandable insight into how Early Help works in practice with short ‘one minute guides’, a clear Thrive model, explicit descriptions of multidisciplinary Family Hubs and the Early Help Front Door and strong alignment with Working Together 2026 and the Early Help System Guide.
Norfolk offers very useful signposting and locality based access but could do more to explain the Early Help system and multi-agency practice. Leicester is second with a strong strategic vision on Early Help and clear operational information.
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Leicester City Council Enhance visual explanations of the pathway with plain diagrams or step-by-step graphics showing the progression from universal services to Early aid to statutory social care in the national family aid continuum.
 Add more family-facing examples to make the offer more tangible, add more case study-style scenarios that illustrate how Early Help has helped different kinds of families.
 Norfolk County Council Clarify the Early Help system – go beyond service rosters to explain how social care, family hubs, ECFS, Home Start and the NHS work together, e.g. with joint assessments and “team around the family” approaches.
Link strongly to safeguarding guidance Link Early Help information clearly to local safeguarding thresholds and arrangements, using Working Together 2026 where appropriate.
 Make impact more visible: share short results or evaluation findings from Early Help and family hubs to demonstrate credibility and effectiveness.
Leeds City Council Simplify family navigation: To avoid the risk of information overload, consider creating a single “Start here if you need help” page that brings together Early support, Family Hubs, Front Door and Family Information Service. Increase resources that are family and child friendly: Expand current guides with additional co-produced resources (for example, illustrated guides like the national Working Together resources for families and children).
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All three authorities need to continue to align website content with the national Early Help System Guide and Working Together 2026 and ensure multi-agency structures and pathways are visible in plain, family friendly language so families can better understand, trust and access Early Help at the earliest stage.
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