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1. [bookmark: _Toc214484707]Introduction
In England, Early Help is one of the most important strands of safeguarding, enabling local authorities and associated partners to identify and respond to emerging needs in children, young people and families early enough for them to be considered emergencies; the viability of an Early Help offer will largely depend on the delivery of services but also on how effectively and widely used those services are communicated to families. This report looks at how the Early Help system for Leicestershire, Staffordshire, and Leeds is presented on their websites, to see how well they present their Early Help services in terms of clarity, accessibility, and comprehensiveness - and compares how well each has done versus how better to do so. It then concludes with recommendations for improvement.
2. [bookmark: _Toc214484708]The Early Help System
Early Help is also defined by the Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 guidance as providing support “as soon as problems arise”, to make sure difficulties within families do not escalate to the point where statutory social care intervention is needed. It provides a broad range of targeted support to address issues like parental problems, emotional well-being, children’s attendance at school, financial pressures, or housing problems (Department for Education & Department for Levelling Up Housing and Communities, 2022). The Early Help System Guide further underlines that ‘Early Help is a coordinated whole-system responsibility that includes local authorities and partners working together to understand community needs, align services, develop practice models and review and improve their effectiveness’. A local systems maturity framework has been developed that will help local systems consider their strengths and weaknesses and reinforce the importance of Early Help being accessible, relational, and based on problem-solving with families. The key principle in both documents is that ‘early help is voluntary’; families do not have to take part unless there is a risk of harm to children (UK Government, 2023).
3. [bookmark: _Toc214484709]Multi-Agency Working
The delivery of Early Help lies at the heart of multi-agency working, as set out in guidance Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 In this respect safeguarding is ‘everyone’s responsibility’ and so no single agency is in a position to meet all the needs of a child effectively in isolation. All locally elected local authorities, health services, schools, police, early years providers, voluntary and community organisations, and other relevant bodies need to work together to identify emerging concerns, appropriately share information, and coordinate support (CQC & HMICFRS Ofsted, 2023).
One of the key features of this approach is that practitioners should be open about the way in which they plan and contribute to a shared understanding of a family's strengths and needs. Multi-agency working also provides the opportunity to decide who is the lead practitioner and, as Working Together 2023 points out, the role of lead practitioner should be performed by the professional with the best relationship with the family and who will have the best opportunity to coordinate support, whether such support is provided through health, education, or locally owned services (Research in Practice & Ofsted, 2022).
By providing coherence and timely decision-making, multi-agency arrangements help families to have “the right help at the right time”. Monitoring and inspection evidence also suggests that well-established multi-agency Early Help systems result in fewer families having to move up the chain to statutory services, support longer-term positive change, and have a greater overall impact on family resilience (Department for Education, 2025).
4. [bookmark: _Toc214484710]Evaluation of Local Authority Websites
[bookmark: _Toc214484711]1. Leicestershire County Council
Leicestershire County Council offers its Early Help service as a separate support offering under the umbrella name of the “Family Help Service,” which clearly links to universal family and targeted family services. The content of this website is very good, including clear descriptions of services and how they can be completed, including basic support and enhanced support for families, and targeted support (for children aged 0–2). It also has an accessible referral process, via an online ‘Request for Services’ form that families or professionals can complete. This is reinforced in the text, which specifies explicitly that all referrals go through a triage process and that children referred are assessed as such for safety concerns (Leicestershire County Council, 2024). 
The information on consent required for non-statutory referrals is also well explained. It is clear that the service descriptions are clear and give parents the basis for what they will see in their local area. Although the website uses pretty clear terms about which support they can use and what it costs, there is nothing clear or upfront about the governance structures underpinning the Early Help service. There is little information on the strategic safeguarding partnership or the way the different agencies, both public and private, work together. So it’s clear that, given their operational nature, families are not aware of how each partner of the community works together (Leicestershire Children and Families Partnership, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc214484712]2. Staffordshire County Council
The early help pages on Staffordshire County Council’s website represent a complete and well-organised set of resources built around “Families First,” that is, an approach to services aligned with needs identified by families, and provide clear differentiation between early intervention (agency) processes and statutory safeguarding. Contact mechanisms are clearly listed on the Early Help pages, with the ‘Early Help’ phone number prominently displayed, and the language used in these pages is generally accessible to families. Descriptions of services are also written in depth; the role of Family Support Workers, Early Help Assessments, and whole-family planning are clearly defined, reflecting a restorative practice approach. As with many other providers, Staffordshire was particularly able to communicate how and why various agencies interact (Staffordshire County Council, n.d). 
The Families Strategic Partnership website supports this information via a clearly defined governance structure that links Early Help to other services within Staffordshire. The system of Family Hubs is set out on a website page explaining how it can be used to connect services such as midwifery, youth services, domestic abuse support, and early years health practitioners. However, the language on some of the pages is labelled in professional terms (i.e., EHA), which might be unhelpful to families who might not yet know how the process works or are unfamiliar with the services provided. We would recommend that while the structure is clear and straightforward, an example of the support would be useful (Staffordshire County Council, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc214484713]3. Leeds City Council
Leeds City Council has taken a very useful, accessible approach to explaining Early Help to families through its One Minute Guides, providing short explanations of key terms, such as Early Help, Family Hubs, and the Early Help Front Door, in a way that doesn’t provide any unnecessary hard-to-understand jargon. Headline Leeds, a big part of Early Help, is said to be a shared responsibility. They have an excellent description of the multi-disciplinary team in their Family Hubs, which includes Early Help practitioners, social workers, domestic abuse coordinators, mental health practitioners, SEND workers, and police officers (Leeds City Council, 2025). 
The fact that these workers work jointly with the Early Help professionals in one location really gives them all that is required in a community setting. The Young Start Service for young children (0–5) is also covered and has excellent integration between health and early years services. The guides are excellent, particularly because they highlight how well it works, but sometimes it’s not clear that the website clearly and easily links to an online referral channel. Instead, we have been told to contact the family hub or just go on to contact your local Family Hub (Leeds Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2020).
5. [bookmark: _Toc214484714]Comparative Analysis
With respect to all three local authorities, Staffordshire and Leeds seem to be the best at demonstrating clear multi-agency working. The pages on the Staffordshire Strategic Partnership show that the Integrated Care Authority is structured and integrated with clear guidance about how to deliver these services. In Leeds, however, we can see how multi-disciplinary work is achieved in a way that works well with parents and their careers. Leicestershire covers integrated services in some detail but does not go into great detail about how all agencies work together at a strategic level; in fact, it looks more opaque on its Early Help arrangements (Leicestershire & Rutland Safeguarding Children Partnership Leicester, 2024).
On availability, ease of use, and policy delivery, Leeds offers the best - it’s One Minute Guides make lots of complex policy clear in an easy-to-understand way. This, then, makes Early Help accessible for families who find it difficult to grasp ‘professional’ language. Staffordshire is also at the forefront of this, although there’s often a reliance on jargon (‘Early Help Assessment’) to fill in a gap for some families. Leicestershire has a fairly detailed website about how the services work, but it uses more formal language and doesn’t have the kind of streamlined information provided by Leeds (Research in Practice, 2022).
The approach to referrals is very different across all three authorities, and Leicestershire has a significant advantage in that it allows families to make their case directly online. Staffordshire, that would be augmented with a digital option; Leeds does allow for referral through Family Hubs and the door, but its website does not give access to a stand-alone service to make a referral that is clearly visible, which might be limiting for those families who prefer to make their case online. Across the board, Leeds is the most user-friendly service in terms of explaining Early Help, though Staffordshire gives the clearest picture of multi-agency structure and partnerships, whereas Leicestershire is the most transparent in terms of its wider strategic coordination and impact (Geddes E, 2023).
Based on the evaluations already completed, here is a comparison of the three local authorities in terms of how effectively they communicate their Early Help systems:
	Criterion
	Leicestershire
	Staffordshire
	Leeds

	Clarity of Early Help Definition
	Good – “Family Help Service” clearly mapped to Early Help
	Very clear – links Early Help to “Families First,” early intervention
	Excellent – One Minute Guide defines Early Help simply, emphasizes voluntary engagement

	Referral Pathways
	Online form, MARF (professional)
	Phone number, early intervention vs safeguarding, MASH explained
	Family Hubs / Front Door team, but less form-based publicly

	Description of Services
	Standard/enhanced support, 0–2 services
	Family support workers, EHA, whole-family planning
	Family Hubs multi-disciplinary, Early Start (0–5), city-wide strategy principles

	Multi-Agency Integration
	Implied via integrated services, but governance is less visible
	Very explicitly multi-agency via strategic partnership
	Strongly multi-agency (hub staff), plus training, shared principles

	User-friendliness
	Moderate – informative but some jargon; likely more helpful to professionals than lay families
	Balanced – practical contact info, shared assessment process
	High – One Minute Guides, accessible language, but less navigation to concrete referral forms

	Strategic Transparency
	Limited on outcome data or strategic governance
	Good transparency of strategic partnership, early help assessment, hub model
	Good strategy articulation, but limited in effectiveness; good training offered to professionals


	
	
	
	


6. [bookmark: _Toc214484715]Conclusion and Recommendations
To conclude, it seems that Leeds City Council has the most effective and accessible way of providing information about Early Help for families. The One Minute Guides are particularly well used, allowing families to understand how Early Help works, what they can expect from the service and who might be involved. The approach that is highly accessible is consistent with best practice when communicating with families and very close to the expectations in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 - in particular as regards relationship-based practice and clearly communicated information. Loughborough also has a strong integration through Family Hubs which shows Early Help as a coordinated service across a range of disciplines.
It is clear, however, that the three authorities have areas where they can do better. Leicestershire would attract more public attention for its multi-agency governance arrangements and demonstrate case studies of positive family outcomes to help build wider public confidence and better meet those expectations of the Early Help System Guide, which sets out very clearly what transparency and learning are about. Staffordshire could improve this by offering a digital referral service, and by publishing case studies in relation to families to help make this even more human. Leeds, however, has excellent links with other community authorities and, although it has a good record, could use a few extra steps in the way it runs their referral routes and, ultimately, more information to build trust in the Early Help system and demonstrate the success of its Early Help system.
Collectively, those improvements would result in increased accessibility, transparency and consistency in Early Help services for families, and ensure that they have clear, supportive and empowering information to access help when they look for it online.
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