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An Examination and Analysis of How the Early Help System is Signposted to UK Families by Local Authority Websites


Introduction
Early Help plays an important role in protecting children and helping families across England. Its main aim is to recognise difficulties at an early stage and offer the right support before they develop into more serious problems that may need formal intervention (Department for Education, 2026). Local authorities are responsible for making sure children and families can access suitable support when they need it. This makes council websites an important way for families to find information about available services (Children Act 2004). Providing clear and easy-to-find information can help families access support sooner, which may improve outcomes for children and prevent difficulties from getting worse (NSPCC, 2025).
This report explores how Leeds City Council, Norfolk County Council and Nottinghamshire County Council share information about Early Help and family support through their websites. It begins by explaining the purpose of Early Help and the importance of professionals working together. The report then reviews each council’s website and considers their main strengths and weaknesses. It finishes by suggesting ways the councils could make their Early Help information easier to understand and access.
The Early Help System
Early Help is a preventative approach that provides support to children, young people and families when extra needs are first identified. The aim is to offer help early, instead of waiting until problems become more serious and formal intervention is needed (Department for Education, 2026). Early Help can be provided when children or families need extra support with areas such as health, education, emotional wellbeing or family life (Department for Education, 2026).
The Children Act 1989 states that the welfare of the child should be the main priority and gives local authorities responsibilities to protect and support children (Children Act 1989). These responsibilities were developed further through the Children Act 2004, which encouraged different organisations and services to work more closely together and share responsibility for safeguarding children (Children Act 2004).
Research shows that providing support early can have positive effects, such as improving children’s education, reducing stress within families and lowering the chances of children needing formal social care services (Daniel, Wassell and Gilligan, 2010). Featherstone et al. (2018) also suggest that Early Help should be about building positive relationships with families, rather than only getting involved when a serious problem or crisis happens.
For Early Help to work well, it is not enough for services to simply be available. Families also need to be able to find clear, accurate and easy-to-understand information about the support they can get. This means that local authority websites are important because they help parents and carers understand what support is available and how they can access it (NSPCC, 2025).
Multi-agency Working
Multi-agency working means professionals from different organisations working together to protect children and support families (Department for Education, 2026). This can include teachers, GPs, social workers, police officers and voluntary organisations.
Working Together to Safeguard Children (2026) explains that safeguarding is everyone’s responsibility. Sharing information and working together helps professionals identify risks early and provide the right support before problems become more serious (Department for Education, 2026).
Munro (2011) argued that child protection systems should become more child-centred and place greater emphasis on professional judgement rather than rigid procedures. Effective multi-agency working supports this approach by allowing professionals to combine expertise from different disciplines when assessing children's needs.
However, successful partnership working can be affected by barriers including differences in organisational culture, confidentiality concerns and communication failures (Featherstone et al., 2018). Consequently, local authority websites should clearly explain referral pathways and available support services so that both professionals and families understand how Early Help operates.
Evaluation of Leeds City Council Website
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The Leeds City Council website provides clear and accessible information about Early Help and family support services. It explains what Early Help is in simple language, making it understandable for families and useful for professionals (Department for Education, 2026).
A key strength is that the website has a dedicated Early Help page explaining what the service is, who can access it and how to make a referral. Contact details and referral forms are also easy to find, making it simpler for families to access support, especially during difficult situations.
The website also highlights partnership working between education, health and social care services, demonstrating consistency with Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2026).
Nevertheless, some pages contain large amounts of written information that could appear overwhelming to families experiencing stress. The inclusion of flowcharts, infographics and short videos explaining the Early Help process could improve accessibility (NSPCC, 2025).

Evaluation of Norfolk County Council Website
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Norfolk County Council’s website gives useful information about Early Help and the different types of support available to families. It explains the purpose of Early Help, who can use the service and how support can be requested. The website also highlights the importance of getting help early so that problems do not become more serious (Department for Education, 2026).
One of the main strengths of the website is the variety of support it provides information about. This includes parenting advice, SEND, emotional wellbeing, domestic abuse, housing and financial help. Having these services in one place makes it easier for families to find support that matches their individual needs.
 Families are signposted to a wide range of services, including parenting programmes, emotional wellbeing support, Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) services, housing advice and financial support. This demonstrates an understanding that many families experience multiple challenges requiring coordinated intervention from several agencies (Featherstone et al., 2018). The website also provides guidance for professionals, including referral procedures and contact information, which supports effective partnership working between agencies (Department for Education, 2026).
Another positive feature is the website's emphasis on prevention. Rather than focusing solely on safeguarding concerns, the information encourages families to seek help as soon as difficulties arise. This reflects the preventative philosophy underpinning the Early Help system and acknowledges that early intervention can improve long-term outcomes for children (Daniel, Wassell and Gilligan, 2010).
However, some pages contain long sections of text, which may make it harder for families to find important information quickly, especially during stressful situations. Adding more visual resources, such as diagrams or FAQs, could make the website easier to understand and use (NSPCC, 2025).
Overall, Norfolk County Council provides detailed information that follows national safeguarding guidance. However, making the information shorter and simpler could make it more accessible for families.
Evaluation of Nottinghamshire County Council Website
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Nottinghamshire County Council has a dedicated Early Help section explaining the support available to children, young people and families. It explains how Early Help can prevent problems from becoming more serious and encourages families and professionals to work together to identify needs early (Department for Education, 2026).
A key strength is the clear layout of the website. Information is organised for parents, carers and professionals, with clear sections on referrals, Early Help assessments and support services. This makes it easier for users to find the information they need, especially during stressful situations (Munro, 2011).
The website shows how schools, health professionals, social workers and voluntary organisations work together to help children and families. This follows the principles of Working Together to Safeguard Children and highlights that keeping children safe is the responsibility of everyone involved (Department for Education, 2026).
Although the website is well organised, it provides fewer practical examples than some other local authority websites. Parents unfamiliar with the Early Help process may benefit from case studies illustrating how referrals are made and how professionals work together to develop support plans. Furthermore, greater use of videos, infographics or interactive content could improve accessibility for users with different learning preferences (NSPCC, 2025).
Overall, Nottinghamshire County Council provides reliable and accessible information about Early Help. Its strengths lie in its logical organisation, clear language and straightforward navigation. However, additional practical examples and visual resources could further enhance user engagement.
Comparative Analysis
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The three local authority websites all provide information about Early Help and show that they are focused on supporting children and families at an early stage. They follow national guidance by encouraging early support and different services to work together (Department for Education, 2026).
Leeds City Council stands out because its Early Help information is clear and easy to follow. The simple wording and clear referral process make it easier for both families and professionals to understand how to get support. This is important as people are more likely to access services when the information is straightforward and easy to understand (Daniel, Wassell and Gilligan, 2010).
Norfolk County Council offers the widest range of information about available services and demonstrates excellent integration between different areas of support. However, the amount of information presented may overwhelm some users. Nottinghamshire County Council provides the most straightforward navigation but offers fewer practical examples of the Early Help process than Leeds.
When comparing all three websites, Leeds appears to achieve the best balance between providing comprehensive information and maintaining accessibility. Its organisation, plain English and clearly signposted referral process are likely to encourage families to seek support at an earlier stage. Norfolk excels in the range of services presented, while Nottinghamshire performs well in website usability. Nevertheless, Leeds communicates Early Help most effectively because it combines plain English explanations with clear referral pathways and easily accessible contact information. Unlike Norfolk, which provides a larger amount of text, Leeds presents information in a more concise format that is easier for families to understand. Although Nottinghamshire offers excellent navigation, it provides fewer practical examples of how Early Help works in practice. 
Conclusion
Early Help is a key part of safeguarding as it aims to support children and families before their difficulties become more serious. National guidance highlights the need to identify concerns early, work with different agencies and provide families with clear information (Department for Education, 2026).
This report explored how Leeds City Council, Norfolk County Council and Nottinghamshire County Council share information about Early Help through their websites. Although all three councils provide support and follow national guidance, the websites differ in how easy their information is to understand and access.
Leeds City Council was the strongest overall because it provides clear information, simple language and straightforward referral pathways. Norfolk County Council offers a wide range of information but could use shorter text and more visuals. Nottinghamshire County Council has good navigation but could provide more practical examples of how Early Help works.
Overall, local authorities should continue using plain English, visual resources and clear referral information. This would make it easier for families to access support early and could lead to better outcomes for children and young people.
Recommendations
There are several ways local authorities could improve their websites. First, they should use plain English so information is easy for all families to understand. Visual resources, such as flowcharts, infographics and short videos, could also make the Early Help process clearer. FAQs and online self-assessment tools could help families find the right support more quickly. Finally, websites should be regularly updated to make sure information is accurate and follows current safeguarding guidance (Department for Education, 2026).
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