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             Introduction
 Early Help covers support for wide range of needs, includes financial hardship, parenting struggles, mental health challenges, educational disengagement and domestic abuse, and is intended to be accessible to all families regardless of whether they previously had contact with children’s services. The importance of Early Help highly recognised, evidence shows that intervening early improves long-term outcomes for children, reduces pressure on statutory services, and prevents situations from escalating to the point where formal child protection intervention or costly crisis support becomes necessary (Munro, 2021). Families living in poverty are disproportionately to face overlapping challenges that require support but may experience greater barriers to accessing information and services, making clear provision even more vital (Bradshaw, 2022). This report is to examine and compare how three UK local authorities – Leicestershire County Council, Leeds City Council, and Nottinghamshire County Council- present information about the Early Help system and associated family support services on their public websites. It assesses how accessible, clear and comprehensive information, and evaluates how effectively the authorities   signpost families to the support they need. The analysis also considers how well online resources reflect core principles of the Early Help system and multi-agency working, as set out in national guidance.
 Report is structured as follows:  it provides a formal definition of Early Help, explains its core purposes and its place within the wider safeguarding framework.  It outlines the role and requirements of multi-agency working in delivering Early Help, drawing on statutory guidance. It presents an individual evaluation of how each of the three local authorities presents Early Help information online.  It provides a comparative analysis of the three websites, identifying leading practice and common gaps. Summarises key findings and offers practical recommendations for improvement.
   
                         Explanation of the Early Help System
Early Help defined by the national Early Help system Guide (DFE,2024) as “support provided to children, young people and their families at the earlies stage of need, as soon as  problem emerges, to prevent it from becoming more serious”. It describes a continuum of support, ranging from universal services available to all (such as health visiting or school welfare support) to targeted help for families facing specific difficulties, up to the threshold just before statutory children’s social care intervention is required. Access to Early Help does not require a formal assessment or statutory referral; families can seek support directly or be referred by any professional who works with them.     
The primary purpose of the Early Help system is to prevent escalation. Research confirms that unaddressed needs in childhood can lead to poor education attainment, poor physical and mental health, unemployment and offending behaviour in later life, with significant costs to individuals, communities and public services (by water et al. 20210. Early help aims to resolve difficulties at the lowest possible level so that statutory intervention -including child in need plans or child protection plans – is only used when necessary (national Society for the Prevention of cruelty to children [NSPCC], 2023). This is particularly critical for families experiencing poverty: limited income, poor housing, food insecurity and financial stress often compound other challenges, and without early support, these can rapidly reach crisis point (Fahmy et al, 2022)
Early Help is a core component of wider national safeguarding framework. It is underpinned by the children Act 1989 and Children Act 2004, which place duty on local authorities to promote the wellbeing of children and secure sufficient services to support families. It  aligns with the principles set out in working together to safeguard children (DfE, 2023), which identifies early help as the first stage of the safeguarding pathway, and emphasises that effective early support reduces the need for more intrusive statutory action. The framework requires local authorities to work with health, education and community partners to deliver joined-up early help and make information about services easily available to all families (Local Government Association [LGA] 2022).
                                                             Explanation of multi-Agency working 
Multi-agency working is defined as “the collaborative working together of professionals from different service and sectors with children, young people and their families to identify needs agree solutions and deliver support that’s holistic coordination and consistent” (DfE, 2023, p47). It is a statutory requirement for the delivery of effective early help, based on the principles that the complex needs facing many families cannot be fully addressed by any single agency alone 
Statutory guidance in working together to safeguard children (DfE, 2023) place clear duties on all agencies involved in children’s services to cooperate in delivering early help. It states that local authorities must lead the development of local multi-agency early help arrangements and that’s partners including National Health Service (NHS) trusts, schools, colleges, police, housing providers and voluntary sector organisations must play their full part. The guidance notes that poor information sharing or lack of coordination between agencies can lead to families falling through the net or being asking to repeat their details to multiple different professionals which can discourage engagement – an issue particularly common among families facing financial stress who may already feel overwhelmed (Action for Children, 2023)
In practice, multi-age working brings together a wide range of professionals around the needs of the family. 
For example:
Social workers my lead on Early Help assessment and coordinate support where needs are complex;
Health professionals including health visitors, school nurses and GPs provide input on child development, parental mental health and perinatal support;
School staff identify needs related to attendance, behaviour or well-being, and offer family support alongside education welfare officers;
Housing officers and financial inclusion worker address housing instability, debt and benefit claims, key pressures for families living in poverty (Shelter, 2024);
Voluntary sector workers deliver targeted support such as parenting programmes, domestic abuse advocacy or food aid.
When working well, this approach avoids fragmented support, ensures all aspects of a family’s needs are considered, and builds trust with families (Children’s Commissioner for England, 2022). However, effective collaboration depends on clear protocols, shared training, and accessible information for families about how different agencies work together (Carpenter et al., 2021).

              Evaluation of Three Local Authority Websites
                       Leicestershire County Council
Leicestershire County Council’s website locates Early Help information under the “Children and Families” section, with a dedicated landing page titled” (Leicestershire County Council, 2026). The page opens with a clear definition of Early Help and explicitly states that support is available to all families, not just those already known to social services. It lists the types of support offered, including parenting advice, mental health support, financial guidance, and help for young people at risk of exploitation. A prominent “How to get help” button links to a single online referral form and shows contact details of local council departments.
In accessibility, the page meets WCAG 2.1 AA standards, is compatible with screen readers, there’s adjustable text sizes, and avoids colour-only coding (Leicestershire County Council, 2026). Navigation is a bit straightforward; users must scroll through three sub-pages to reach information about specific services. Language is clear, it occasionally uses terms such as “targeted intervention” without explanation. The site includes a dedicated section on Early Help assessments, explaining what they involve and how they are used to bring agencies together. However, there is limited specific information about support available for families affected by poverty, and no examples of how multi-agency working operates in practice locally. Strengths include a downloadable “Family Support Directory” listing local provision; weaknesses include a lack of easy-read versions, and no option to request support via telephone or email without completing the full form (Leicestershire County Council, 2026).


                                    Leeds City Council
Leeds City Council’s website places Early Help information within its “Support for children, young people and families” area, with a dedicated hub “Early Help: support for your family” (Leeds City Council, 2026).  The opening section uses plain language and bullet points to explain who can get support, how to access it and what is available. Including dedicated page and explaining multi-agency working and role of the local “Leeds Early Help Partnership” provides case studies showing how different professionals work together. There’s directly relevant to families in poverty.
Accessibility key strength: the site offers easy-read versions of all key pages, British Sign Language (BSL) video introductions and options to switch to simplified language (Leeds City Council,2026). Navigation menu includes a direct link from the homepage to “Family support”, reducing the number of clicks required. Covering support for specific groups including care leavers and families with disabled children. The site has notable weaknesses: some service directories are out of date there is inconsistency between pages about if families can refer themselves or referred by a professional. The online form is long, there is no clear indication of how long families will wait for a response (Leeds City Council, 2026). There’s limited information about what happens if a request for Early Help is turned down.

                            Nottinghamshire County Council
Nottinghamshire County Council’s website positions Early Help information under “Children’s services > Support for families”, with the page titled “Early Help: getting support for your family” (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2026). It explains Early Help is for families facing difficulties before they reach crisis point and lists common reasons people seek support. It provides separate sections for residents and for professionals, with clear distinction between the two. Contact details for local Early Help hubs are listed by district, and a separate section on financial support including the debt advice and Household Support Fund.
Basic accessibility features are present, the site does not offer easy-read formats or BSL content, and some links are labelled only by colour (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2026). Navigation is less intuitive: the Early Help page is three levels deep in the menu, and search results often return outdated professional guidance than information for families. The sites mention multi-agency working in general terms, it does not explain how this works locally, or which agencies are involved. Strengths include clear information about the threshold for support, and confirmation families can refer themselves directly. Weaknesses include fragmented information, no central directory services and little detail about what support looks like in practice or how long it lasts. There’s no specific guidance for families who do not speak English as a first language (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2026).


                          Comparative Analysis 
All three websites share core strengths, provide basic definition of Early Help, confirm support is available before statutory intervention is needed, offer ways to make contact or a referral. There are significant differences in clarity, comprehensiveness and accessibility.
Leeds City Council outperforms the other two authorities, particularly in accessibility features including easy-read and BSL options, plain language and clear signposting to financial support for families in poverty. It is also the only one provide practical examples of multi-agency working, helping families understand how different professionals will collaborate (Leeds City Council, 2026). However, it is let down by inconsistent information about self-referral and outdated service listings. Leicestershire County Council’s strongest feature is its downloadable family support directory, which makes it easy to see what provision exists locally, but it lacks the accessibility options offered in Leeds and does not explicitly link Early Help to poverty-related challenged (Leicestershire County Council, 2026).  Nottinghamshire County Council provides clear information about access routes and eligibility but is the least accessible and the most difficult to navigate with limited detail on multi-agency working or specific services (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2026).
All three authorities could improve in several areas:
· Consistency: Ensure all pages clearly state that families can refer themselves directly, with no requirement for professional involvement:
· Accessibility: Standardise the provision of easy-read format, multilingual information and assistive technology support: 
· Transparency: Explain clearly what happens after a referral is made, typical waiting times, and what to do if support is not provided;
· Relevance: Explicitly explain how Early Help can address challenges linked to poverty, including debt, housing costs and benefit claim:
· Multi-agency information: Provide clear, local examples of how different professionals work together to support families.

Conclusion and recommendations
This analysis shows that while Leicestershire, Leeds and Nottinghamshire County Council all provide online information about Early Help, the clarity accessibility and comprehensiveness of this information varies significantly. Leeds City Council sets strong benchmark for inclusion design and user-focused content, while the other two authorities have notable gaps in accessibility and practical detail.  Across all three sites, there is scope to better explain how multi-agency working operates locally, and to make clearer links between Early help and the financial and structural challenges facing living in poverty. 
To improve practice, it is recommended that all three local authorities:
1. Place Early Help information no more than one click away from the homepage, with a consistent, clearly labelled link;
2. Provide easy-read, simplified language and multilingual versions of all key Early help pages;
3. Explicitly confirm self-referral rights on every relevant page, and offer telephone email and paper referral options alongside online forms;
4. Include clear information about waiting times, assessment processes, and how to provide feedback or appeal decisions;
5. Publish up-to date directories of local services and explain how multi-agency partnerships work in their area.
Clear, accessible and accurate information is the first step in ensuring that Early Help reaches the families who need it most. For families facing hardship or crisis, finding the right information quickly can make a critical difference in preventing problems from escalating
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