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Early Help is an important part of the safeguarding and family-support system in England. Its the aim of the purpose is to address challenges when they first occur, without denying that families may require varying amounts of support at various points in a child's life. Local authority websites are therefore important as it is often the case that parents, carers, young people and professionals seeking help will first turn to the local authority websites as a point of information. Families might have to wait for the information they need if it's not available or isn't clearly connected to them in a logical order.
This report looks at the early help and family support that Leicester City Council, Norfolk County Council and Leeds City Council share about their websites. The analysis includes clarity, information access, pathways of entry to support, and information about services available and multi-agency working. It is based in particular on the Early Help System Guide and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026, as well as current research. The report ends with an analysis of the most successful communicator of the offer and a list of suggestions for the three websites.
[bookmark: _Toc237560621]The Early Help System
The Early Help System Guide describes Early Help not as one individual service but as a 
ensuring that the provision of services, relationships and processes go together, to enable children, young people and families to receive input at the earliest opportunity. Whole family working, leadership, effective use of data, effective inter-agency working and clear links between services (DLUHC and DfE, 2022) are all key factors in a mature system. Family Hubs are a way of ensuring there's an easy “front door” to the wider system.
Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 builds on the current statutory position. Services offered through education, health, youth provision, housing, Best Start Family Hubs and other services to support a child or young person and their families belong to the category of universal and community-based Early Help. More complex needs will involve targeted Early Help via Family Help, which will include assessment, a plan and coordinated professional support. The 2026 guidance focuses more on ensuring that families do not repeatedly move between different services without a seamless relationship between targeted Early Help and statutory help under the Children Act 1989 (Department for Education, 2026).
The legal structure also plays an important role. Under section 10 of the Children Act 2004, local authorities must encourage collaboration between organisations, and section 11 gives safeguarding duties to some organisations. The Children Act 1989, section 17 relates to children in need, and section 47 is about making enquiries when there is reasonable cause to suspect that children are at risk of significant harm. Therefore, effective Early Help needs to work in addition to – not instead of – statutory safeguarding procedures.
This systemic understanding is supported by research. Local Early Help provision should be viewed as a ‘care ecology ', says Disney et al. (2022), in which the joined-up approach is needed, or the physical location of services from families could reduce their ability to access early help. 
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Multi-agency working involves professionals and organisations combining their knowledge, roles and resources relating to children and families. The 2026 statutory guidance also expects local organisations to recognise emerging needs, have clear referral pathways, cross-professional communication and liaise with children and families regarding Family Help plans. Relationships with children, as in learning environments, are especially significant due to frequent interaction with children, which can provide early detection of problems.
But working together is not as easy as having a number of professionals in one system. Ball, McElwee and McManus (2024) advocate for the shift of the perception that safeguarding is ‘everyone's responsibility' to ‘collective responsibility', with clear roles, information sharing and accountability. Likewise, Purcell, Baginsky and Steils (2026) identify resources, organisational commitment, professional communication and uncertainty of consent and information sharing as ongoing challenges. They stress that structural change is not enough to ensure good inter-agency working.
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The three websites were examined in August 2026 from the perspective of a non-specialist 
person in the family who is seeking assistance. Five issues were identified for analysis: is Early Help explained simply; is it easy for families to ask for help; is there a clear description of services available; is there evidence of multi-agency working; and can users distinguish between Early Help and urgent safeguarding concerns?
[bookmark: _Toc237560624]Leicester City Council
Leicester provides a particularly clear initial definition. Its Early Help page states that help is available when problems start to manifest, it is available, and its purpose is to prevent problems from escalating. Importantly, it makes it clear to families that it is possible to seek assistance without a referral from a professional, and offers a telephone number and email address to the family, instead of leaving them to assume they need to be referred. It also provides examples of the types of need that can be recognised, such as behavioural and developmental issues, parenting difficulties, housing issues, domestic abuse, addiction, mental health, school attendance and financial difficulties.
The site also conveys a whole family approach. It is a good explanation of how services work together in a ‘team around the family' and clarifies the meaning of multi-agency working. These pages on Leicester's dedicated Family Hub are a further resource which outline antenatal support, health visiting services, midwifery, parenting services, domestic abuse services, welfare rights advice, school-based family support and family group conferencing. This is because Early Help goes beyond the scope of children's social care.
One downside to this is that information is split between the main Leicester City Council site and the Family Hub site. They are linked together, but to get a complete picture, the user might want to navigate between pages. The eligibility information is also conveyed in various ways by each service or page. Removing cognitive effort for families who may be stressed would be achieved through greater consistency and one consistent and clear “Get Early Help” pathway.
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Norfolk's website presents Early Help in particularly accessible language. It tells families that if he or she has trouble, he or she knows that they can get help and that the goal is to help when the trouble starts. The page also acknowledges that the concerns of adults, such as financial concerns and mental health, can impact children, taking a family-centred approach rather than a child-centred approach.
It has some nice features: It is layered. The lower-level needs are referred to the Best Start Family Hubs where support is offered online, in the community and at physical hubs. The Family Hub area is put together with information grouped under practical themes including: Money, work, childcare and housing; health and wellbeing; activities; and advice and support. It also offers information to practitioners separately, minimising the risk of families having to navigate practitioner-oriented information.
Where more focused support is required, users can go straight to a pathway of requesting support. The website clearly indicates that families will make online requests themselves and that Early Help advisers will filter this and identify what support they can provide. This is especially beneficial as no users need to have a specific service in mind before requesting help.
Norfolk, therefore, illustrates one of the key philosophies in the Early Help System Guide: that families should have a coordinated system, not be responsible for knowing the boundaries of different organisations. It makes a clear progression from the need for more information or support (Family Hub) to a formal request for more help.
One of its challenges is the amount of connected content in the larger Family Hub space. There may still be information overload for some users. However, Norfolk is the only authority that offers all three at the same time in a simple manner.
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Leeds presents a highly developed model of multi-agency Early Help. Its website describes multidisciplinary teams of Early Help practitioners, social workers, domestic abuse and substance-use practitioners, mental-health and SEND coordinators and police representatives working alongside each of the seven Family Hubs. The declared aim is to establish a “one stop shop” for families to not have to keep repeating their situation to various organisations. This is very similar to the 'whole child' approach to teaching and learning which is promoted in national policy.
The Family Hubs page is a family page that offers drop-in, appointment, telephone and email opportunities. In 2026, Leeds also started to implement Best Start Family Hub provision, providing more support for pregnancy and the early years and building on the existing Family Hub support. The information it provides is available online and includes information on emotional wellbeing, parent-infant relationships, infant feeding, additional needs, parenting programmes and links to community services.
The main caveat is in the information architecture. There are also separate resources on Family Hubs, Best Start Family Hubs, the Early Help Front Door and the Family Information Service, and professional ‘one minute guides' available in Leeds. Each of the resources serves a proper function, but a family may find it difficult to begin to understand the difference between them. The website now lists seven existing Family Hubs and states that there is one Best Start Family Hub site and that additional sites are in the works. The difference is described, but a simplified central pathway would help to facilitate navigation.
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All three authorities broadly reflect the national expectation that Early Help should be preventative, family-centred and linked to other services. They also show that the Early Help of today is beyond social care and is linked to education, health, SEND, mental health, domestic abuse, housing and financial support.
Leicester's main strength is that its starting message is clear, easy to grasp, and that families may need and can request early help. Leeds has the best explicit examples of multidisciplinary practice, specifically in the makeup of their Family Hub teams. Norfolk, on the other hand, has the best combination of these attributes. It has a website providing the concept in non-specialist language, and then it differentiates the Family Hub support from the Early Help support needed and has the family self-refer online.
This is important because information accessibility is a component of effective EI. Referral systems may be complicated, which can lead to a situation where families are made to carry the responsibility of "organisational navigation," which is already difficult for them. Although Disney et al. (2022) suggest that fragmentation within individual support systems can push families away from care, Purcell, Baginsky and Steils (2026) show that integration does not just rely on organisational structures but also on communication and relationships.
There's a relationship of equality, too. Cultural misunderstanding and discriminatory assumptions can hinder good safeguarding practice, as Corrigan and Sharley (2026) show. Local authority digital information should, therefore, be written in an inclusive and accessible language and translation; community-based alternative communication should be made prominent in local authority information, not assuming that all families will be engaging with statutory organisations in the same way.
[bookmark: _Toc237560628]Conclusion and Recommendations
Early Help is not a single service but a coordinated system intended to provide the right support before the issues with the family get out of hand. There is a strong focus in the current national guidance on community support, Family Hubs, Family Help and seamless multi-agency working. The websites analysed show significant efforts to achieve these goals, although these are communicated in various ways.
Norfolk offers the best overarching model as it has straightforward explanations, topic-based information, access to both physical and online Family Hubs, with an evident self-referral pathway. The same applies to Leicester, which is also accessible and is well presented using plain language, but is on both Leicester's council and Family Hub websites. The range of provision across the city of Leeds is particularly good at being multidisciplinary, yet Leeds communicates a reasonably complex map of Family Hubs, Best Start Family Hubs and Early Help pathways.
There are three recommendations for improvement. Each authority should have one clearly visible Early Help landing page, with a clear and concise description, examples of the need, and one route called ‘request support’. Second, websites should clearly identify universal support from targeted Family Help to urgent safeguarding concerns and not assume that families are aware of statutory terminology. Third, councils should improve inclusive access by ensuring that webpages are made easily accessible to parents, young people and families from various communities through prominent translation and alternative communication options, and consistently test webpages with these groups.
These changes would allow digital signposting to be more in line with the core values of the Early Help system – that families should not be left to find services for themselves but instead receive coordinated and understandable support as early as possible.
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