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[bookmark: _heading=h.4y9rvxop25mn]Introduction
Early Help is an interconnected system of universal, community and targeted support, not one discrete council service. Within the wider safeguarding system, it should address emerging difficulties while preserving statutory intervention when harm is suspected. This report examines and compares how Norfolk County Council, Leeds City Council and Southwark Council communicate and signpost Early Help and associated family-support services through their websites, determining which provides the most accessible and actionable information for families. These authorities are compared to a large county, a major metropolitan city and inner-London borough. The evaluation is about the communication of the website and not the quality of the operational service and is based on eight criteria: findability, clarity, actionability, and inclusivity, service breadth, safeguarding escalation, multi-agency visibility and currency. In the report, the system and collaborative practice are explained, it evaluates and compares each website and it ends with a conclusion. It suggests tentatively that Norfolk conveys the most explicit overall public pathway.
[bookmark: _heading=h.mymyllzg3n6c]Main Body
[bookmark: _heading=h.3yea2w8zpssy]The Early Help System
Early Help is a combination of services, processes and relationships that are stimulated in advance of difficulties. It includes universal provision schools, GPs, maternity services, libraries and Family Hubs, family networks, voluntary and faith organisations, and online community support, combined with targeted and/or acute family support, mental-health services, housing, domestic abuse and substance misuse services and social-care services. The five dimensions to consider about system maturity are family voice and experience, workforce, communities, leaders and data. Most importantly, families need to know how to access services and seek assistance (Department for Education, 2022).
Practice should be participatory, strengths-based and whole family: practitioners identify strengths as well as needs, seek consent, agree outcomes with children and carers. An Early Help assessment should result in a single plan, a lead practitioner and a Team around the Family, to avoid fragmenting referrals and repeating past histories. Parenting interventions need to be judged in the context as the needs and evidence are different from one situation to another (Vseteckova et al., 2022). Family Hubs can be integrated, though the value of the family hubs will rely on implementation and families' experience of the front door (Ecorys UK et al., 2022). Parental experience is also a part of judgement of relationship-based safeguarding (Buivydaite et al., 2025). During the 2026 transition, Families First integrates targeted Early Help and child-in-need work into Family Help multidisciplinary arrangements (Department for Education, 2026a). This cannot create 'blurring of thresholds' so that any SUSPECTED significant harm necessitates child-protection response and not a response of an Early Help alternative.
[image: ]
Figure 1: The Early Help vision and five dimensions of system maturity; https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/628de13be90e071f5f7e1bd2/Early_Help_System_Guide.pdf
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Figure 2: Services comprising the Early Help System; https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/628de13be90e071f5f7e1bd2/Early_Help_System_Guide.pdf
[bookmark: _heading=h.ysiaus76k4ld]Multi-Agency working and the importance of inter-disciplinary working
Multi-agency working involves coordinating roles, responsibilities and duties between councils, NHS bodies, the police, schools and voluntary organisations; inter-disciplinary working involves inter-weaving professional expertise within one assessment and plan. Statutory safeguarding partners include the local authority, the relevant Integrated Care Board (ICB) and the police, with education, early-years, and housing, adult and community services. Children Act 1989 sections 17 and 47 identifies children in need of services and significant harm enquiries at a point of distinction; Children Act 2004 sections 10 and 11 have duties for cooperation and safeguarding; Children and Social Work Act 2017 covers local arrangements. To achieve Working Together 26, a multi-agency approach is necessary which is child-centred and is characterised by decisive escalation (Department for Education 2026b).
Advantages are early detection, comprehensive evaluation, reduced duplication of service, the coordination of intervention and holding of individuals accountable. Family-safeguarding data can indicate changes to social-care patterns, but routine data should be interpreted with care, and there is the potential for cause-and-effect relationships to be drawn from them (Irving et al., 2024). Systems and processes between housing and social care need to be aligned to support pressures that are interlinked (El-Hoss et al., 2025). Furthermore, incompatible thresholds, jargon, limited sharing of information, unclear leadership and delays cause distress to be retold by families over and over. As a result, learning across professions is crucial, as well as structures (Dixon et al., 2022). Websites should clarify the people who can help, how agencies connect, when consent applies, when safeguarding overrides Early Help.
[bookmark: _heading=h.6asm696vz9r2]Evaluation of Norfolk County Council’s website
Norfolk begins encouragingly, stating that if families are concerned or facing issues with children they can access support. A total of 18 (25 with SEND) are covered. There is an online request process, advisers triage the request and support available online, in communities and face to face. There are seven drop in Best Start Family Hubs with addresses and phone numbers. The wider hub offer covers the whole life of a conception to 19 (25 for SEND). This is a reflection of timely, coordinated, strengths-based support, not a single service (Norfolk County Council, 2026a).
The advantages of its using plain language, self-referral, multiple channels and identifiable locations. The 2026 CADS update makes clearer the triage towards Early Help in the community or Family Hubs or Family Help, but urgent child-protection calls continue to be available (Norfolk County Council, 2026b). The multi-agency governance places the emphasis on prevention within safeguarding (Norfolk Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2024a) and the family-networking policy enhances community involvement (Norfolk Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2024b).
However, the limit shifts from 18 on Early Help pages to 19 for hubs. There are no telephone, online or drop-in routes dispersed, and no explanation of the link to escalation on the request button for emergencies. With an estimated 916,200 folks spread throughout, additional navigation is important. However, Norfolk offers the best family holiday.


[bookmark: _heading=h.4jsf0ccjpwad]Evaluation of Leeds City Council’s website
There are seven Family Hubs across Leeds, in southern, eastern and western areas. Families are welcome to drop in, telephone the central team 01135350185 or e-mail a central team, and services are available for children from birth to age 19 and young people with SEND up to age 25. The Family Information Service provides with advice, translation and BSL video calling. There are over 20 locality clusters that link schools with health, social work and police and voluntary partners, with collaboration evident. The Leeds City Council model of a hub seeks to make access easier and to improve professional co-ordination (Leeds City Council, 2025b).
These channels are important: In Leeds, there are roughly 845,200 people, with over 70,000 of those not speaking English as their primary language, and over 200 languages spoken (Leeds City Council, 2026). These are all therefore very inclusive to physical access, central contacts, and translation, BSL and locality partnerships. However, Family Hubs, Family Information Service and cluster material and One-Minute Guides break the journey. There is some language that is geared towards a practitioner audience and needs to be translated to a family audience. The guide has been updated March 2025 but still references Working Together 2023 instead of 2026 (Leeds City Council, 2025a). The opening hours do not appear centrally with the hub addresses. There is good access and visibility in Leeds, with less co-ordination than in Norfolk.
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Figure 3: Launch of the seven Leeds Family Hubs; 
https://news.leeds.gov.uk/news/new-family-hubs-launched-in-leeds
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Figure 4: Life in Leeds: communities and assets 
https://observatory.leeds.gov.uk/dph-report-accessible-version
[bookmark: _heading=h.u7rmxal9oit0]Evaluation of Southwark Council’s website
The “Extra early help” section in Southwark gives a distinction between targeted help and universal provision and includes parenting, education inclusion, wellbeing, Family Centres and social-care partners. Referrals may be made by parents/carers; examples include attendance, financial, Domestic, Health and Behaviour. An urgent safeguarding number and advice line and embedded translation enhance safety and inclusion. Roles for partners are clearly identified but ‘Troubled Families' is still present, language that is inconsistent with current reform (Southwark Council, 2026).
The path has a lot of rough terrain. The standard referral is made by downloading and sending a DOCX form, rather than by completing an online application. Action is explained (with consent and urgent safeguarding issues) but forms and procedures relating to the services make action more difficult (Southwark Council, 2025). Information across the council site and separate Local Offer. Most critically, “Who schools can refer” shows admissions documents from 2025–26 where it should be showing the 'Early Help' criteria. This governance failure can cause practitioners to get sidetracked and keep support from happening. The dates range from 2024 to June 2026; and the detailed thresholds may even discourage "uncertain families. Southwark is an information-rich, less reliable, and less streamlined environment.
[bookmark: _heading=h.1fvqgrnuspl2]Comparative Analysis of the Main Strengths and Weaknesses
Norfolk best turns concern into action through a reassuring definition, visible request step and direct online route, against identical criteria. Leeds has telephone, e-mail and drop-in access while there is an expectation of DOCX-and-email referral in Southwark. Availability is not usability: digital social-care systems can reproduce exclusion when design assumes skills, confidence or resources (Rousaki et al., 2024). Norfolk's front door is less burdensome, although their navigation is imperfect. The number of hubs is also good in Norfolk (7) and Leeds (7) with physical access. Leeds is best at translation and BSL support which is relevant to its multilingual population. Southwark has a 0-25 SEND Local Offer and offers translation, but there is a lack of continuity because they are on separate platforms. In-depth findings show that e-government access is not only related to the availability of information online but also to the usability, capability and support (Sala and Kochergina, 2025). Accessibility is not necessarily provided in greater detail in Southwark.
The multi-agency visibility is strongest in Leeds, with clusters illustrating how schools, health, police, social care and voluntary organisations link up. Norfolk introduces a concept of triage and community routes which is adequate to foreshadow what is coming next. Southwark names partners but communicates a catalogue better than a seamless journey. Service breadth is wide in all places; pathway coherence is pivotal. The most obvious form of Safeguarding escalation is an urgent number, which is provided in Southwark, and detailed Duty and Advice, which is provided in Leeds. Norfolk will be linked to reporting of child safety issues but should have urgent instructions next to self-referral. On currency, Norfolk aligns with 2026 reform; Leeds retains a 2023 link; Southwark combines mixed dates, obsolete language and erroneous content. Errors slow decision-making and are a safeguarding need, hence technical currency.
Overall, Norfolk communicates Early Help most effectively, especially on clarity and self-referral. Leeds' strengths are inclusion and partnership visibility, Southwark's strengths are explanation of eligibility, and their weaknesses are actionability and reliability. This is only for communication. Equivalence is limited by county geography and the diversity and inner London configurations of the metros, while actual quality, waiting times and outcomes cannot be drawn. This hierarchy distinguishes useful information from the actual skill of making a safe rescue to help quickly.
[bookmark: _heading=h.9ed28fvvpc44]Conclusion
This report assessed the communication practices of three different contrasting authorities for Early Help delivered online. For effective communication, a clear and concise definition, accessible delivery, clear channels, connected service and agency visibility, clear escalation and current content is needed. Norfolk is strongest with reassuring pathway of moving families from concern to support, clear and supported by its explanation and online request. Coherence is strong in Leeds due to excellent physical access, translation, BSL partnerships and locality partnerships but decreased by fragmented and outdated guidance. Targeted services and eligibility explained and a Red Cross emergency number displayed, but downloadable form, splitting information, outdated terminology and incorrect school page are potential stressors. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.lrc338rvfhoy]Recommendations
The Norfolk discrepancy with 18/19's should be brought into line and routes with online, telephone, drop-in and urgent should be combined. The references to Working Together 2023 should be removed from Leeds, the Early Help pages should be combined and the opening times of hubs published. Southwark should update the school-referral page, update DOCX-and-email referral to an accessible online form and remove outmoded language. Safeguarding contacts, dates and guidance should be audited by all councils. They should conduct tests with parents, young people, SEND families and translated or BSL content users and then report on their acknowledgement and response times. The results of the audit and corrective actions taken must be documented in a public manner to increase accountability and build trust.
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[bookmark: _heading=h.jqbpp4865qsd]Appendices
[bookmark: _heading=h.tfkqn572smu1]Appendix A. Norfolk’s family-facing Early Help pathway.
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Purpose: Shows Norfolk’s public explanation, age coverage, request route and access channels.
Source: Evidence capture from the official Norfolk County Council Early Help webpage.
Full URL: https://www.norfolk.gov.uk/article/40407/Early-help-for-children-and-familiesm Accessed: 12 August 2026


[bookmark: _heading=h.9u9vtmy2obsm]Appendix B. Leeds Family Hubs: locations and access routes.
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Purpose: Shows seven Leeds locations and telephone, email and drop-in access.
Source: Evidence capture from the official Leeds City Council Family Hubs webpage.
Full URL: https://www.leeds.gov.uk/children-and-families/services-for-families/family-hubs Accessed: 12 August 2026


[bookmark: _heading=h.egyi3ymw4bcs]Appendix C. Leeds Family Information Service accessibility routes.
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Purpose: Shows translation, BSL, telephone and email accessibility.
Source: Evidence capture from the official Leeds City Council Family Information Service webpage.
Full URL: https://www.leeds.gov.uk/children-and-families/family-information-service Accessed: 12 August 2026


[bookmark: _heading=h.gs4fu3rtagln]Appendix D. Southwark’s standard and urgent referral routes.
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Purpose: Shows the DOCX-and-email route, safeguarding number and consent instructions.
Source: Evidence capture from the official Southwark Council referral webpage.
Full URL: https://www.southwark.gov.uk/children-young-people-and-families/childrens-social-care/early-help/extra-early-help/make-referral Accessed: 12 August 2026
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Norfolk County Council

Early help for children and families

Public explanation
If families have difficulties, or are worried about their children, support is available.
Early help aims to respond as soon as difficulties start.

Coverage
Support is stated for children and young people up to 18 years old, or 25 for young
people with SEND.

Immediate action
The landing page provides a “Request early help” route and links separately to
reporting child-safety concerns.

Access channels
Family Hubs support is available online, in the community and face to face.

Official page reviewed 12 August 2026 « norfolk.gov.uk/article/40407/Early-help-for-children-and-families
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Leeds City Council

Family Hubs: locations and access

Coverage
Family Hubs support families with children aged 0-19, extending to 25 for young
people with SEND.

Seven locations
Dewsbury Road, Rothwell, Deacon House, Compton, Chapeltown Children’s Centre,
Armley and Horsforth.

How to access
Families may drop in during opening hours, telephone 0113 535 0185 or email
family.hubs@leeds.gov.uk.

Usability issue
The principal page gives hub addresses but does not display the opening hours
themselves.

Official page reviewed 12 August 2026 « leeds.gov.uk/children-and-families/services-for-families/family-hubs
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Leeds City Council

Family Information Service: inclusive communication

Advice channels

The service provides telephone support on 0113 378 9700 and email support at
family.info@leeds.gov.uk.

Language access
The page signposts interpreting and translation support.

Disability access

British Sign Language video calling is explicitly available.

Safeguarding

A separate “Worried about a child?” route connects users to child-protection reporting
information.

Official page reviewed 12 August 2026 « leeds.gov.uk/children-and-families/family-information-service
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Southwark Council

Extra Early Help: referral route

Urgent concern
The page displays 020 7525 1921 for urgent safeguarding concerns and 020 7525
1922 for pre-referral advice.

Standard route
Users must download a Family Early Help referral form and return it by email to
earlyhelp@southwark.gov.uk.

Consent
Consent from the parent, carer or social worker is normally required; exceptions are
explained where risk could increase.

What happens next
Referrals are considered at a weekly allocation meeting and users are told whether
services will be offered.

Official page last updated 3 March 2025; reviewed 12 August 2026 « southwark.gov.uk/.../extra-early-help/make-referral
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The Early Help vision

Workforce

1. There is a professional family support service. Whole
family working is the norm for all people-facing public
services through a shared practice framework. And early
help is seen as everyone's responsibility

Early Help is the total support that improves
a family’s resilience and outcomes or reduces
the chance of a problem getting worse

Family voice and experience

2. Public services work together in place based or
hub-based working where partners are integrated
virtually or physically, based in the community with a
common footprint

3. We invest in our workforce with a workforce
development plan to embed the shared practice
framework and there is direct support for professionals
to improve their practice through a quality

assurance framework

4. The response to different presenting needs are
aligned or integrated to ensure there is always a whole
family response

Communities

1. We are improving the connectivity between voluntary
and community sector activity, family networks and formal
early help activity

1. There are well established mechanisms to gather
and act on feedback from families and engage people
with lived experience in service design, governance and
quality assurance

2. Families say they know how to navigate local services
and how to get help

3. Families who have several needs say they know who
their lead practitioner is, that all their needs were considered
individually, and as a whole, and they only needed to tell
their story once. They also say all the professionals work
together to one plan in a team around the family

4. Families say that those that helped them listened
carefully, cared about them and told them about
their strengths

5. Families say that the help they have received addressed
all their problems and they are better connected to their
own support network and local community

Leaders

1. There is a senior strategic group accountable for the
Early Help System and the partnership infrastructure
evidences a focus on early help, whole family and whole
system working

2. Our system is balanced, so that more appropriate
support is provided for children and families earlier to
avoid unnecessary or costly statutory intervention in the
children’s social care system

3. Partners have agreed a shared set of measures at
family, cohort, demand and population level, including
quality of practice and family voice, which collectively
represent the effectiveness of the Early Help System

4. There is a culture of using evaluation and evidence to
inform development of the Early Help System

Data

1. There is a senior strategic group with representation
across the partnership, which is accountable for
developing and driving the use of data for the whole Early
Help System

2. Our relationship with community groups and voluntary
organisations embodies a culture of valuing the
contribution of all

3. We are building capacity in communities and
harnessing the talent of parents, carers and young people
with lived experience to help one another

4. We are shifting decision making about local services
and facilities towards families and communities

2. All data feeds are shared safely and robustly across the
partnership, brought into one place and used to identify
family needs

3. Case management systems are accessible to all
partners working with families and allow us to quantify
all issues affecting the family and report on all issues and
outcomes in a quantifiable way

4. Working with our strategic partnership group we are
developing innovative approaches to the use of data.

We are using technological solutions to match data,
present information to family workers and strategic boards
and analyse these data to prevent the escalation of needs
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