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1. Introduction 
Early Help is a national system used across the UK to support children, young people, and families as soon as early signs of difficulty appear. The aim is to offer practical support at the right time so families can stay strong, manage challenges, and prevent issues from becoming more serious (Department for Education, 2018). Early Help is closely linked to the wider safeguarding system because early intervention reduces risk, prevents crises, and helps agencies work together to keep children safe. When Early Help is effective, fewer children reach statutory thresholds, and professionals can respond in a more coordinated and preventative way (HM Government, 2023).
This report explores how three local authorities communicate and signpost their Early Help offer through their public websites: Norfolk County Council, Leeds City Council, and Nottinghamshire County Council. These councils were chosen because they each present Early Help differently, offering useful variation in accessibility, clarity, and multi‑agency visibility.
The report will begin by explaining the purpose of Early Help and how it fits within strategic safeguarding responsibilities across local authority and partner agencies. It will then analyse each council’s website, focusing on navigation, accessibility, family‑friendly language, and how clearly referral pathways are presented. Finally, it will compare the three councils to highlight strengths, identify areas for improvement, and offer recommendations for strengthening Early Help signposting both locally and nationally

2- Understanding the Early Help System
Early Help is a whole‑system approach designed to support children, young people and families as soon as difficulties start to appear, rather than waiting until problems become serious. It is part of the national safeguarding framework and is described in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026, which explains how agencies should work together to help, protect and promote children’s welfare. Early Help sits within the wider safeguarding system and is closely connected to multi‑agency working, information sharing and child‑centred practice. 


Purpose of Early Help
The main purpose of Early Help is to identify needs early, reduce risks, and prevent escalation. Many families experience challenges such as parenting difficulties, school attendance issues, emotional wellbeing concerns, or financial pressures. Early Help aims to offer practical and emotional support at this early stage so families can stay strong and children can thrive. This includes support from universal services (schools, GPs, health visitors) and more targeted help when families need extra guidance. 
How Early Help Fits into the Safeguarding System
Working Together 2026 describes safeguarding as a shared responsibility across all agencies—local authorities, health, police, education, voluntary organisations and community groups. Early Help is the first layer of this safeguarding system. It is not separate from safeguarding; it is part of it. When Early Help works well, fewer families reach crisis point, and fewer children need statutory social care intervention. 
The guidance emphasises a child‑centred and whole‑family approach, meaning professionals must consider the child’s needs within the context of their family, relationships, home environment and wider community. 
Identifying Families Who Need Early Help
Early Help relies on professionals noticing when a child or family may benefit from support. This could be a teacher observing changes in behaviour, a GP noticing parental stress, or a housing officer seeing signs of overcrowding. Working Together 2026 states that all agencies must be alert to early signs of need and know how to respond. 
Once concerns are identified, agencies should work together to understand what is happening and what support would help. This often involves an Early Help assessment, which looks at strengths, needs and risks within the family.

Multi‑Agency Working
Early Help is built on multi‑agency collaboration. No single service can meet all of a family’s needs, so different professionals must work together. Working Together 2026 sets clear expectations for multi‑agency working, including:

· Clear communication between agencies
· Shared decision‑making
· Joint planning and coordinated support
· Timely information sharing to keep children safe 
Agencies involved may include schools, health services, mental health teams, youth services, voluntary organisations, housing, police, and community groups. The guidance highlights that Early Help should be flexible and shaped around the family, not around organisational boundaries. 
Providing Early Help Support
Support can include practical help (e.g., routines, parenting strategies, financial advice), emotional support (e.g., wellbeing sessions, mentoring), and environmental support (e.g., housing advice, community activities). The aim is to strengthen the family’s ability to manage challenges independently.
Working Together 2026 explains that Early Help should be proportionate, strengths‑based, and focused on outcomes. Families should feel involved and respected, with professionals working alongside them rather than “doing to” them. 
When Early Help Is Not Enough
Early Help is designed to provide support at the earliest opportunity, but it must escalate when concerns increase or risks become more serious. Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 emphasises that Early Help sits within a wider continuum of support, moving fluidly into Family Help or statutory safeguarding processes when a child’s needs cannot be met through early intervention alone (Department for Education, 2026). A referral to children’s social care is required when a child is suffering, or is likely to suffer, significant harm, ensuring that more intensive assessment and protection can be provided (Department for Education, 2026). This demonstrates that Early Help is not a standalone service; rather, it is part of an integrated system that adapts to the level of risk. Effective practice relies on timely escalation, clear multi‑agency communication, and shared professional responsibility to prevent gaps in support. When local authority websites communicate Early Help clearly, families are more likely to understand how support progresses and when safeguarding intervention may be needed. However, inconsistencies in language, navigation, and detail across different councils can make it harder for families to recognise when Early Help is no longer enough, highlighting the importance of accessible digital communication.

3- Evaluation of the Three Local Authority Websites
Norfolk County Council
Norfolk’s website provides a helpful amount of Early Help information, but the way it is presented makes it harder for families to navigate. The Early Help content is spread across several different pages, which means users must click through multiple links to understand what Early Help is, how it works, and how to access support. Although the language is generally clear and accessible, the layout is text‑heavy, and some sections feel more suited to professionals than families. The referral information is available, but it is not immediately visible, and families may struggle to find the exact steps they need to take. Norfolk’s main strength is the depth of information, but its main weakness is navigation and accessibility, which may reduce how easily families can find support at an early stage.
Leeds City Council
Leeds offers the strongest and most family‑friendly Early Help content. The website uses clear, simple language and explains Early Help in a way that feels welcoming and easy to understand. The pages are well‑structured, with clear headings, visual icons, and straightforward navigation. Leeds also provides a clear explanation of multi‑agency working and shows how different services come together to support families. Referral pathways are easy to find, and families can quickly understand what Early Help is, who it is for, and how to access it. Leeds’ main strength is its accessibility and clarity, making Early Help feel approachable rather than intimidating. A minor weakness is that some information is simplified, which may leave professionals wanting more detail, but this does not affect family usability.
Nottinghamshire County Council
Nottinghamshire’s website contains very detailed Early Help information, but it is written in a way that feels more professional than family‑focused. The pages use technical language, including local terminology such as “Pathway to Provision,” which may not be familiar to families. The layout is dense, with long paragraphs and fewer visual aids, making it harder for users to quickly understand what Early Help involves. While the content is comprehensive and helpful for practitioners, families may find it overwhelming. Nottinghamshire’s main strength is its professional detail and structured guidance, but its main weakness is limited accessibility, especially for families who need clear, simple explanations.

Comparative Analysis: Strengths and Weaknesses
When comparing the three websites, Leeds stands out as the most effective at communicating Early Help to families. It uses clear language, simple navigation, and visual structure, which aligns with national expectations for accessible safeguarding information. Norfolk provides good content but lacks user‑friendly design, making it harder for families to find what they need. Nottinghamshire offers the most detailed professional guidance but is the least accessible for families due to dense text and technical terminology.
Across all three councils, the main differences relate to clarity, navigation, language, and visibility of referral pathways. Leeds excels in all these areas, Norfolk performs moderately 
well but needs better organisation, and Nottinghamshire is strong for professionals but weaker for families.

4. Recommendations 
Based on the Early Help research and the review of Norfolk, Leeds and Nottinghamshire, several improvements could help local authorities make Early Help clearer, easier to access and more supportive for families.
First, all three councils should use simple, family‑friendly language when explaining Early Help. Leeds already does this well, but Norfolk and Nottinghamshire often use professional or technical wording that may confuse families. Clear language helps families understand what Early Help is and encourages them to seek support early (HM Government, 2023).
Second, navigation should be improved, especially for Norfolk and Nottinghamshire. Early Help information should be easy to find from the homepage, with fewer clicks and clearer headings. Leeds’ layout shows how visual icons and simple structure make information easier to follow.
Third, councils should make referral pathways more visible. Families need clear instructions on how to ask for Early Help, who to contact and what happens next. Norfolk and Nottinghamshire provide this information, but it is hidden within long pages. A simple button or step‑by‑step guide would make the process clearer (Department for Education, 2018).
Fourth, councils should show how different services work together. Leeds explains multi‑agency working well, but Norfolk and Nottinghamshire could make this more visible. Families benefit from knowing that Early Help is a supportive, joined‑up system rather than a single service.
Fifth, all councils should improve accessibility, including translation options, easy‑read versions and mobile‑friendly pages. This would help families with different needs and make Early Help more inclusive (HM Government, 2023).
Finally, councils should ask families for feedback and update their Early Help pages regularly. Co‑producing content with parents and young people would help ensure the information is clear, relevant and easy to use.
5- Conclusion 
This report looked at how the Early Help system works and how three local authorities—Norfolk, Leeds and Nottinghamshire—present Early Help information on their websites. The main point of the report is that Early Help only works well when families can easily understand what it is, how it helps, and how to access support. National guidance stresses the importance of clear communication, early identification and joined‑up working between services (HM Government, 2023), and the website analysis shows that some councils achieve this better than others.
The comparison found clear differences. Norfolk provides a lot of useful Early Help information, but it is spread across several pages and can be difficult for families to navigate. Nottinghamshire gives very detailed guidance, but the language is professional and the layout is dense, which may make it hard for families to understand. Leeds, however, presents Early Help in a simple, friendly and easy‑to‑follow way. The pages use clear language, visual icons and straightforward navigation, and the referral steps are easy to find.
Overall, Leeds City Council is the most effective at communicating Early Help. Its website is the easiest for families to use, the clearest in its explanations, and the most welcoming. This matches what national guidance expects—information that is accessible, child‑centred and supportive (Department for Education, 2018; HM Government, 2023). Norfolk and Nottinghamshire both offer valuable content, but they would benefit from clearer language, simpler layouts and more visible referral routes.
In conclusion, Leeds provides the strongest example of how Early Help should be communicated online, helping families understand support early and encouraging them to reach out before problems become more serious.
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