


Introduction 
Early Help is a key element of safeguarding arrangements throughout England, aimed at providing timely support to children, young people, and families to prevent the escalation of their needs. Local authorities play a crucial role in signposting Early Help through their websites, which often act as the first point of contact for families seeking support. Clear, accessible, and well‑structured online information is essential for enabling families to understand what Early Help is, how to access it, and what services are available locally (NSPCC, 2023).
This report examines how three local authorities, Norfolk County Council, Leeds City Council, and Nottinghamshire County Council, communicate Early Help and wider family support services on their websites. Using the Early Help System Guide (2022) and Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) are analytical frameworks; these frameworks will help to evaluate the clarity, accessibility, structure, and effectiveness of each website. A comparative analysis highlights strengths and weaknesses, followed by recommendations for improvement.
Explanation of the Early Help System
The Early Help System, as outlined in the Early Help System Guide (Department for Education, 2022), refers to a coordinated network of services, processes, and professional interactions designed to support children, young people, and families at the earliest indication of emerging need. Rather than functioning as a single service, Early Help operates as an integrated system involving education, health, social care, voluntary organisations, and wider community partners (Department for Education 2022). Its central purpose is to identify concerns early, provide timely and proportionate support, and reduce escalation into statutory or crisis‑level intervention (GOV.UK, n.d.).
According to the Department for Education 2022, an effective early help system is underpinned by several core principles. These include the presence of clear and accessible pathways for families and professionals, ensuring that individuals understand how to request support and what services are available. Accessible information is essential so families can navigate support options without professional mediation. Multi‑agency collaboration is a defining feature, enabling practitioners to share information, coordinate interventions, and deliver holistic support (GOV.UK, n.d). The system also relies on evidence‑based interventions, strong leadership, and robust governance to maintain quality and consistency. Crucially, family voice and co‑production ensure that support is shaped around lived experience and local need. The Guide emphasises that local authorities hold responsibility for making Early Help easy to understand and navigate, including clear explanations of assessments, plans, and referral routes (Department for Education, 2022).
Explanation of Multi‑Agency Working
Multi‑agency working is a central principle within Early Help and is essential for delivering coordinated, timely, and effective support to children and families. According to the HM Government 2018, safeguarding partnerships are required to establish effective early help arrangements that bring together a range of practitioners and agencies to provide targeted support for children and families. This approach recognises that no single service holds all the information or resources needed to address the complex and interconnected challenges that many families face.
In practice, multi‑agency working involves collaboration between local authority children’s services, health professionals such as GPs, midwives and health visitors, schools and early years settings, police and youth justice teams, voluntary and community organisations, and specialist services including domestic abuse and mental health support (HM Government, 2018). By working collectively, these agencies can share information, undertake joint assessments, and develop integrated family plans that reduce duplication and prevent scattered interventions. According to the HM Government 2018, effective early help systems depend on strong communication channels, shared responsibility, and a clear understanding of each agency’s role. For this reason, local authority websites must clearly express not only what early help is but also how multi‑agency collaboration establishes its delivery and ensures families receive holistic, coordinated support (HM Government, 2018).
Evaluation of Norfolk County Council’s Early Help
Norfolk County Council presents its Early Help information within the broader “Children and Families” section of the website, offering a dedicated page that outlines Early Help, Family Support, and the routes through which families can access assistance. The structure is clear and logically organised, and the language used is simple, accessible, and parent‑friendly. Early Help is defined in straightforward terms as support for families experiencing emerging difficulties, which aligns with national guidance on early intervention (Norfolk County Council, 2025).
In terms of accessibility, Norfolk provides several entry points into Early Help services. Families and professionals can submit self‑referrals or professional referrals, and the website includes direct contact details for local Early Help teams. The presence of downloadable forms, guidance documents, and links to Family Hubs further enhances usability and supports multi‑agency engagement.
The content itself is thorough. Norfolk explains the purpose of Early Help assessments, the roles of different team members, and the importance of multi‑agency involvement. It also offers examples of the types of support available, including parenting programmes, behaviour support, and financial advice. However, despite the broadness of information, the pages are text‑heavy and rely heavily on written explanations. The addition of visual aids, diagrams, or infographics could improve navigation and make the content more accessible to families with varying literacy levels.
Overall, Norfolk’s strengths lie in its clear definition of Early Help, its multiple referral pathways, and its strong emphasis on partnership working. The main limitations relate to limited visual navigation and the fact that some key information requires several clicks to locate, which may reduce ease of use for families seeking quick guidance.
Evaluation of Leeds City Council’s Early Help
Leeds City Council presents its Early Help offer within the broader “Children and Families” section of the website, using the combined term “Family Support and Early Help". The structure is visually appealing and highly accessible, with clear headings, icons, and colour‑coded navigation that support ease of use. This design approach helps families quickly identify relevant support options and contributes to a positive user experience (Leeds.gov.uk, 2022).
In terms of accessibility, Leeds provides a comprehensive explanation of Early Help, including how families can access support through the Leeds Family Information Service. Contact details, referral routes, and links to local services are clearly signposted and easy to locate. This ensures that both families and professionals can navigate the system without difficulty and supports timely access to early intervention.
The content quality is strong, with the website outlining Leeds commitment to early intervention and providing an overview of the Early Help Assessment process. It also includes links to parenting courses, youth support, and community organisations, demonstrating a broad and integrated approach to family support. However, some information is distributed across multiple pages, which may require users to navigate several sections to gain a full understanding of the Early Help pathway. Additionally, compared with Norfolk, Leeds provides a less detailed explanation of multi‑agency roles within Early Help, which may limit users’ understanding of how different professionals contribute to coordinated support.
Overall, Leeds strengths lie in its accessible layout, strong visual design, and clear signposting to a wide range of services. Its main limitations relate to the dispersal of information across several pages and the comparatively limited detail regarding multi‑agency involvement.
Evaluation of Nottinghamshire County Council’s Early Help
Nottinghamshire County Council provides its Early Help information within the “Children and Families” section of the website, offering a dedicated Early Help page that clearly defines the purpose and principles of early intervention. The structure is straightforward and logically organised, enabling users to understand what Early Help is and why it is offered. The explanation of early intervention is concise and aligns with national guidance, making the content accessible to both families and professionals (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2018).
In terms of accessibility, Nottinghamshire offers clear referral routes, including contact details for the Early Help Unit, downloadable assessment forms, and guidance specifically aimed at professionals. The inclusion of a directory of local support services further enhances usability and supports multi‑agency engagement. This ensures that families and practitioners can identify appropriate services and understand how to initiate Early Help support.
The content quality is notably strong. Nottinghamshire provides detailed information about Early Help assessments, family plans, and the role of multi‑agency working in supporting families. The website also includes case studies that illustrate how Early Help operates in practice, offering real‑world examples that help users understand the potential impact of early intervention. These case studies contribute to transparency and demonstrate the council’s commitment to evidence‑based practice (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2018).
Despite its strengths, the website is less visually engaging than Leeds Early Help pages. The design relies heavily on text, which may feel overwhelming for some families, particularly those with lower literacy levels or limited digital confidence. While the information is comprehensive, the density of content may reduce accessibility for users seeking quick, easily digestible guidance.
Overall, Nottinghamshire’s Early Help webpages are characterised by detailed and broader information, strong professional guidance, and clear referral pathways. The primary limitations relate to visual design and the potential for information overload, which may affect accessibility for some families.
Comparative Analysis of Strengths and Weaknesses Across Local Authority Early Help Websites
A comparative review of the Early Help webpages for Norfolk County Council, Leeds City Council, and Nottinghamshire County Council demonstrates notable variation in clarity, accessibility, and alignment with national guidance. All three authorities present Early Help within their “Children and Families” sections, yet the depth, structure, and usability of information differ significantly.
Clarity of Early Help Definition
Norfolk and Nottinghamshire provide clear and detailed definitions of Early Help that closely reflect the principles outlined in the Early Help System Guide (2022). Their explanations emphasise early intervention, multi‑agency collaboration, and the purpose of Early Help assessments. In contrast, Leeds adopts a simpler and more accessible definition. While this supports ease of understanding for families, it offers less depth than the other two authorities (Department for Education, 2022).
 Accessibility and Navigation
Leeds City Council offers the most user‑friendly design, with strong visual elements, icons, and intuitive navigation that support quick access to information. Norfolk’s website is accessible but relies heavily on text, which may reduce usability for some families. Nottinghamshire provides comprehensive content but is less visually engaging, and the crowdedness of information may feel overwhelming for users seeking straightforward guidance.
Referral Pathways
All three authorities provide clear referral routes, including self‑referral options and professional referral processes. Nottinghamshire offers the most detailed professional guidance, including downloadable assessment forms and structured instructions for practitioners. Leeds provides the most accessible referral information for families, with clear signposting and links to the Leeds Family Information Service.
Multi‑Agency Working
Norfolk and Nottinghamshire offer stronger explanations of multi‑agency roles within Early Help, outlining how different professionals contribute to coordinated support. Leeds focuses more on service access and family‑facing information, with less emphasis on partnership structures. This difference may influence how well families and professionals understand the collaborative nature of Early Help (Department for Education, 2022).
Family‑Friendly Language
Leeds uses highly accessible, parent‑friendly language throughout its Early Help pages, supporting equitability and ease of understanding. Norfolk’s language is clear but more formal, reflecting a professional tone. Nottinghamshire provides detailed information but may overwhelm some families due to the volume and complexity of content.
Alignment with National Guidance
All three websites demonstrate alignment with national frameworks, including the Early Help System Guide (2022) and Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023). However, Nottinghamshire shows the strongest alignment through its detailed explanations of Early Help assessments, family plans, and multi‑agency processes, supported by case studies that illustrate Early Help in practice (HM Government, 2023).
Conclusion and Recommendations
The three local authorities provide accessible Early Help information, but they differ in clarity, depth, and user‑friendliness. Leeds City Council offers the most visually accessible and family‑friendly website, with a clear layout, simple language, and strong signposting that enables families to locate support quickly. Norfolk County Council presents clear and accurate information but relies heavily on text and could benefit from improved visual navigation. Nottinghamshire County Council provides the most comprehensive and detailed Early Help content, particularly for professionals, although the crowdedness of information may feel overwhelming for some families.
To strengthen Early Help communication, several improvements are recommended: enhancing visual navigation for Norfolk and Nottinghamshire and adding case studies for Leeds and Norfolk. Expanding multi‑agency explanations for Leeds, providing quick‑access referral buttons for Norfolk, simplifying language for Nottinghamshire, and incorporating video explainers across all three websites. Ensuring consistent alignment with the Early Help System Guide (2022) will further support clarity and accessibility.
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