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1. Introduction 
This study looks at and evaluates how local authority websites in England direct families to the "Early Help" system. Early aid, also known as early intervention, is the practice of offering children, youth, and their families coordinated support as soon as issues start to surface rather than waiting until difficulties escalate and require statutory intervention. A family's first point of contact with services is now very often a council's website, the clarity, accessibility and tone of that online information directly affects whether a family in need reaches the help available to them (Local Government Association, 2023).
Three local authority websites were selected for evaluation: Leicestershire County Council, Norfolk County Council and Leeds City Council. Each website was reviewed for the quality, accessibility and effectiveness of its early help information. The study begins by explaining the early help system and the value of multi-agency collaboration, citing Working Together to Safeguard Children and the Early Help System Guide. It then evaluates each website individually before offering a comparative analysis of their main strengths and weaknesses. Finally, it concludes with a judgement on which authority communicates most effectively, together with recommendations for improvement. The report is written for a non-specialist audience and uses subheadings throughout to aid structure.

2. Explanation of the Early Help System
Early help is not a one-stop support, but an entire system, provided by a local authority and its partners, who have the shared responsibility to offer the appropriate provision in their locality (HM Government, 2023). It is offered when a child's needs cannot be met by universal services such as schools or GPs alone but are not serious enough to require a social worker. The concept is preventative: early intervention in the life of an issue will decrease risks of damage and will eliminate the human and financial expense of subsequent intervention of more severe statutory intervention.
The statutory framework for early help sits within Working Together to Safeguard Children, the Department for Education's multi-agency statutory guidance, which places safeguarding duties on local authorities under the Children Act 1989 and Children Act 2004 (HM Government, 2023; Department for Education, 2026). The guidance requires practitioners to identify emerging needs and to use a whole-family, child-centred approach. Where a family is identified as needing more than universal support, a lead practitioner coordinates an early help assessment to understand the family's needs and to plan support alongside the family and other agencies (HM Government, 2023).
The Early Help System Guide complements this by describing what a 'mature' early help system looks like. It proposes a national vision and a self-evaluation tool of the local strategic alliance in charge of early help, with a focus on a top strategic group responsible of the system, shared outcome measures, a balanced system that assists families earlier to prevent expensive statutory intervention, and a culture of evidence and family voice to lead to improvement (Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government, 2022). In practice, this offer is now often provided by many authorities in the form of family hubs, which serve as a single, convenient point of entry into a liked-up network of services (Department for Education and Department of Health and Social Care, 2024).


2.1 Explanation of Multi-Agency Working
Early assistance and safeguarding both depend heavily on multi-agency collaboration. Government guidelines define it as working across organisations to address children's needs through coordinated interventions, effective information sharing, and collaborative decision-making (HM Government, 2023). Professionals from education, health, law enforcement, housing, the nonprofit sector, and children's social care must collaborate around the family because no single agency can address all family's requirements (Department for Education, 2026).
In addition to establishing three statutory safeguarding partners—the local authority, the integrated care board, and the police—the 2023 revision of Working Together reinforced multi-agency collaboration throughout the entire system of assistance, support, and protection (HM Government, 2023; NSPCC Learning, 2024). The "team around the family" model is commonly used to implement multidisciplinary and multiagency methods, in which a lead practitioner coordinates the input of several services so that families experience one-up plan rather than a series of disconnected contacts (Research in Practice, 2022).
Effective information sharing underpins this collaboration. Practitioners must balance the duty to safeguard against data protection obligations under the Data Protection Act 2018 and UK GDPR, sharing information proportionately and, wherever safe to do so, with the family's knowledge and consent (Department for Education, 2026). When information sharing fails, opportunities to help children early are missed, a recurring theme in serious case reviews (Ofsted, 2022). For families, the practical benefit of good multi-agency working is that a single request for help can unlock support from a range of services, which is precisely what a well-designed local authority website should make clear.
2.2 Evaluation of the Three Local Authority Websites
 Leicestershire County Council
Leicestershire's "Social care and supporting families" and "Help for children and families" sites provide early help information (Leicestershire County Council, 2024). The information makes it obvious that early assistance is given to families facing challenges that cannot be met by universal services alone, that it is free of cost, that it can be supplied online or flexibly, and that it has a direct phone number. This plain-language framing and the visible contact route are strengths, as they lower the threshold for a worried parent to make contact.
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Figure 1: Leicestershire County Council (Leicestershire County Council, 2024).
It is also marked with signs directing professionals to a Multi-Agency Referral Form and families to an online form titled Request for Services which indicates that all referrals are initially verified by the First Response Children’s Duty team which is indicative of the multi-agency/safeguarding-oriented nature of the offer. A weakness, however, is that the information about early help is somewhat scattered amongst county council pages and individual district and family-hub pages, which can make it more difficult to ensure that a family has been able to find what they believe is the ultimate path to help. (Leicestershire County Council (2024) Help for children and families. Available at: https://www.leicestershire.gov.uk/education-and-children/social-care-and-supporting-families)
Norfolk County Council
The Early help for children and families page by Norfolk is quite family-friendly (Norfolk County Council, 2024). It begins by assuring families that there are people who can help them and that early help is nothing more than provision of information, advice and guidance so that family worries do not escalate into larger concerns. It explicitly mentions the age range (to 18, or 25, in the case of young people with SEND) and recognizes that adult concerns, like finances or mental health, may influence children, showing an awareness of the whole family.
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Figure 2: Norfolk County Council (Norfolk County Council, 2024).

Accessibility is a clear strength: Norfolk sets out concrete examples of when to seek help, such as domestic abuse, school refusal, or worries about finances and housing, which helps families recognise their own situation (Norfolk County Council, 2024). A single online 'Request for support' form allows families, professionals and volunteers to self-refer, and the family hubs approach is prominent. The main weakness is that the depth of information can lead to some duplication across the main council site, the Community Directory and the Family Information Service, which risks confusing users who are unsure which page is authoritative.
Leeds City Council
Leeds City Council presents early help within its 'Children and families' and 'Services for families' pages, with family hubs described as a single place to get support. Leeds is distinctive for its restorative, relationship-based practice model, summarised as having the 'right conversation, with the right people, at the right time', and for its network of 22 locality cluster partnerships that bring together schools, health and social care to deliver early help (Leeds Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2024).
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Figure 3: Leeds City Council (Leeds Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2024).

A key strength is the clarity of the single point of contact: families can approach any family hub directly, or be referred by a professional, using one phone number and email address, and the offer explicitly spans birth to 18 (or 25 for SEND). The strong articulation of multi-agency cluster working is impressive from a professional standpoint. However, some of the most detailed early help material sits on partner or practitioner-facing sites such as Leeds for Learning and the Local Offer, meaning a parent starting on the main council homepage may have to navigate several steps before reaching practical, family-facing guidance (Leeds City Council (2024) Children and families: services for families. Available at: https://www.leeds.gov.uk/children-and-families)
2.3 Comparative Analysis of Strengths and Weaknesses
An analysis of the three sites shows that there are common advantages and unique distinctions in the communication of the early help. A family hubs model has become a recognisable single gateway used by all three authorities based on the existing national policy (Department for Education and Department of Health and Social Care, 2024) and all three offer an online or telephone pathway to request support. They both also exhibit multi-agency principles, with Leicestershire setting up the First Response duty team, or triage in Norfolk with single request-for-support, and cluster partnerships in Leeds.
The main differences lie in accessibility, tone and ease of navigation:
• Tone and accessibility: Norfolk is the most friendly and open, speaking comforting, simple language and giving solid examples of when to refer to a professional, which may find a response in a stressed or indecisive parent. Leicestershire is lucid and practical and a bit more administrative in style, whereas the public-facing summary of Leeds is brief but requires the reader to go to more pages to get more information.
•Clear front door: Leeds has the best single point of contact with its family hub network and Norfolk has a robust single online request form. The routes of Leicestershire are effective, but more disaggregated between county and district resources.
•Depth/simplicity: Norfolk and Leeds have more detailed information, but this can be repetitive on multiple sites; Leicestershire is less detailed but sometimes has no one proper landing page.
•Multi-agency visibility: Leeds articulates multi-agency working most explicitly through its cluster model, though this is framed largely for professionals; Norfolk and Leicestershire embed multi-agency working more implicitly in their family-facing text.
A consistent weakness across all three is the tension between comprehensiveness and simplicity. Detailed, professionally oriented content sometimes sits alongside or above family-facing content, which can dilute the clarity of the primary message for a non-specialist user. This reflects a wider challenge identified in the literature: information that is technically available is not always genuinely accessible to the families who need it most. (Leeds Safeguarding Children Partnership (2024) Early help. Available at: https://www.leedsscp.org.uk/practitioners/approaches/early-help)

3. Conclusion
Early help is a preventative, multi-agency system that depends on families being able to find and understand the support on offer, and the local authority website is now the principal signpost to that support. This report evaluated the Leicestershire, Norfolk and Leeds websites against the clarity, accessibility and effectiveness of their early help information.
On balance, Norfolk County Council appears to communicate early help most effectively and accessibly to families. Its dedicated page uses reassuring, jargon-free language, clearly defines who can be helped, gives concrete examples that help families recognise their own needs, and offers a single, straightforward request-for-support route (Norfolk County Council, 2024). This most closely matches the accessible, family-centred vision set out in the Early Help System Guide (Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government, 2022). Leeds is a close second for the strength of its single family-hub front door and its clearly articulated multi-agency model, while Leicestershire provides a clear and practical but slightly more fragmented offer.
4. Recommendations 
Early help is a preventative, multi-agency system that depends on families being able to find and understand the support on offer, and the local authority website is now the principal signpost to that support. This report evaluated the Leicestershire, Norfolk and Leeds websites against the clarity, accessibility and effectiveness of their early help information.
On balance, Norfolk County Council appears to communicate early help most effectively and accessibly to families. Its dedicated page uses reassuring, jargon-free language, clearly defines who can be helped, gives concrete examples that help families recognise their own needs, and offers a single, straightforward request-for-support route (Norfolk County Council, 2024). This most closely matches the accessible, family-centred vision set out in the Early Help System Guide (Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government, 2022). Leeds is a close second for the strength of its single family-hub front door and its clearly articulated multi-agency model, while Leicestershire provides a clear and practical but slightly more fragmented offer.
Early help is a preventative, multi-agency system that depends on families being able to find and understand the support on offer, and the local authority website is now the principal signpost to that support. This report evaluated the Leicestershire, Norfolk and Leeds websites against the clarity, accessibility and effectiveness of their early help information.
On balance, Norfolk County Council appears to communicate early help most effectively and accessibly to families. Its dedicated page uses reassuring, jargon-free language, clearly defines who can be helped, gives concrete examples that help families recognise their own needs, and offers a single, straightforward request-for-support route (Norfolk County Council, 2024). This most closely matches the accessible, family-centred vision set out in the Early Help System Guide (Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government, 2022). 
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