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[bookmark: _Toc236140333]Introduction 
A key role in the work of strategic safeguarding partnerships in England is the provision of ‘Early Help' to children, young people and families before issues escalate to a point where statutory action is required (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). For many families the first place to visit when they are in need of Early Help is a local authority website, and the clarity, accessibility and tone of digital signposting can make a direct impact on family uptake of help (Ofsted, 2015). This report explores and contrasts the way that three local authorities - Leeds City Council, Southwark Council and Nottinghamshire County Council - share information about Early Help and family support services on their websites. It starts with an explanation of the Early Help system and the principles of multi-agency working on which it is based, then considers each website in turn, its strengths and weaknesses, and make recommendations for improvement.
[bookmark: _Toc236140334]The Early Help System
Early Help is described by the Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities (2022) as the care provided by joining forces across the whole system of care; children and families' needs are identified and acted upon before problems are entrenched. The national vision for a ‘mature' early help system outlined in the Supporting Families: Early Help System Guide are defined by the following descriptors: leadership; partnership understanding of need; accessible services; partnership understanding of need; meaningful partnership with children and families in shaping their own help (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022).
Early Help has its origins in the policy change in 2011, the Munro Review of Child Protection which suggested that the current child protection system was too complicated, shifting attention from preventative work, and that child protection services needed to be delivered through trusted local relationships. This is reflected in the Government's response to the review which pledges to increase the role of local areas in ensuring they have coherent early help offers (Department for Education, 2011). Support from families and early help are also two different things, as do statutory child protection services, as explained by Frost, Abbott and Race (2015) as supporting services that do not focus on ‘child protection' but are non-stigmatising, relationship-based and provided by practitioners that families are familiar with and trust. In 2015, an Ofsted (2015) thematic review revealed that there was significant variation across local areas in the way in which early help was resourced, prioritised and understood, with some opportunities for early help missed being reported, in some cases, as a result of poor management and leadership and the uncertainty of roles and responsibilities. The variation in practice creates a useful background for understanding the extent to which or not local authorities are consistent in making EH a public offer online.
[bookmark: _Toc236140335]Multi-Agency Working
Education, health, police and voluntary and community sector working in tandem is essential to the delivery of Early Help and can't be achieved through children's social care alone. The statutory expectation of all organisations with functions connected to children is that they are aware of their own and other organisations roles and responsibilities and are working together to help, protect and promote children's welfare (Department for Education, 2026). The updated guidance for 2026 boosts expectations for inclusive practice, the needs of babies and unborn children, and the importance of early education and childcare settings as part of the wider safeguarding offer, and still focuses on Family Help — targeted early help and section 17 support — at the heart of the preventative offer (Department for Education, 2026; NSPCC Learning, 2026).
Multi-agency working is best achieved when there is one lead practitioner to coordinate support for the family, the use of common assessment tools and regular information sharing between agencies (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). Fragmented systems and defensive, compliance-focused practice had already been identified as a risk to professional judgement, and poor levels of trusting practice relationships, which are vital to the successful delivery of early help, by Munro (2011). Multi-agency working means that families can receive help from, or be referred from, multiple different services and this has implications for families as they must be aware that they are receiving help from one service or being referred between services and how each service relates to the other. Local authority websites are important in helping families to understand what service is relevant for them and how one part of the system links to another.
[bookmark: _Toc236140336]Evaluation of Local Authority Websites
Leeds City Council
Early Help is one of a system of Family Hubs and locality based ‘clusters' across Leeds City Council where schools, health services and the Council are working together with families (Leeds Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2026). The council has one main landing page for the public, which redirects to a ‘Services for Families' section of its website, with ‘Children and Families' linked to the Family Hubs, children's centres and parenting programmes (Leeds City Council, 2026). This is in line with the principle that is at the heart of Leeds’ practice model – ‘right conversation, right people, right time' – and content highlights the option to access support via a local Family Hub or via a professional already working with the family. The advantage of this approach is that it places a priority on a relationship-led approach to support and services, which aligns with the account of effective family support that Frost, Abbott and Race (2015) give in the context of a community-led approach, which is placed in a community setting; the downside of this approach is that the term ‘Early Help’ is not always central on the main navigation, and a family may require multiple clicks or prior knowledge of the presence of Family Hubs in order to access support.
Southwark Council
Southwark Council has the most specific place of access amongst the three authorities: a dedicated ‘Early Help’ page is embedded under ‘Children, young people and families’ and ‘Children's social care' (Southwark Council, 2024). This page makes clear the difference between the universal early help available to all and the more targeted early help services for families who need more support, which follows the hierarchy of needs set out in Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2026; Southwark Council, 2024). The 'About early help' page on Southwark's website states universal services that are available to families (without a referral) in straightforward jargon-free language (Southwark Council, 2024). Clear routes to self-referral are also provided for e.g. an email address, a duty telephone number and an online referral form (Southwark Council, 2024). The main drawback is that whilst some practical information (e.g. referral forms and specialist contact details) are available on a different education portal to the main council site, it does slightly disjoint the user experience of the family using the site to navigate between sites.
Nottinghamshire County Council
The Early Help section of the website is mostly focused on Early Help Unit and Family Hub Networks at Nottinghamshire County Council and how they can be contacted for “Early Help (from conception to 19 years)” (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2026a). The site makes it clear that you can self-refer, including by contacting a Family Hub team in your local area or by calling the Early Help Unit, and is different from a form for professionals to complete to make an online request for services (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2026b). One of its greatest advantages is that it makes it clear for both the professionals and the parents which routes are relevant to each of them, thus minimizing the possibility of families presenting the incorrect form. However, there is no single ‘Early Help’ page, like Southwark's, that pulls all the information together but rather several different pages: early years and childcare, family hub networks and safeguarding (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2026a; 2026c), which might make it more difficult for a family to understand the full range of support available in the absence of an established understanding of the structure of the council's site.
[bookmark: _Toc236140337]Comparative Analysis
The main difference between the three websites is the structure; there is a single explicitly labelled ‘Early Help hub' within Southwark - with universal and targeted information identifiable by different headings but in the same language, suited to a lay reader; Leeds and Nottinghamshire have multiple pages containing similar information, grouped around services (Family Hubs, clusters and the Early Help Unit) but not around the concept of ‘Early Help'. This is because families looking for help are more likely to mention ‘Early Help’ or ‘family support’ than the names of specific local services, and a single service that has a label for ‘Early Help' will decrease the ‘cognitive load' that the family has to cope with when deciding where to go for help (Southwark Council, 2024).
Each of the three authorities is aligned with the national vision in the Early Help System Guide with regard to the emphasis on local provision and the significance of relationships and the identification of self-referral pathways for families, rather than a professional intermediary in each case (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022). This is significant considering Munro's (2011) fear that overly bureaucratic systems may discourage families from seeking interventions. None of the three sites makes a strong and obvious reference to the multi-agency principles which underpin Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026, including how education, health and police partners contribute to the early help offer; this information does appear in professional facing documents but was not clearly evident to families (Department for Education, 2026).
Accessibility is best demonstrated in Southwark where the clear distinction between the universal services and targeted services is part of their approach, and in Leeds where there is a strong focus on place based signposting in the form of community clusters and Family Hubs but less top level labelling. Nottinghamshire's approach is somewhere between the two, its distinction between the self-referral and family self-referral routes is obvious once you find it but there is no single page covering all of its content, meaning families may have to visit multiple sections of the website, or already know the term ‘Family Hub Network’, before they reach relevant support (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2026a; 2026c). 
[bookmark: _Toc236140338]Conclusion and Recommendations
 Southwark Council is the most effective and accessible signposting to Early Help and related family support services of the three local authorities reviewed, largely due to having a single clearly labelled entry point, and having made a clear distinction between universal and targeted provision. Both Leeds and Nottinghamshire offer good and extensive early help offers in practice, but the information is not as readily available to an unfamiliar family to find, as it is organised by service name, rather than the common understanding of Early help.
Three recommendations follow. All local authorities should have a single clearly labelled ‘Early Help’ landing page, like Southwark, on which all universal and targeted services are available, rather than having to find them in the service-specific sections. Secondly, websites should be more visible as multi-agency Early Help, with a brief explanation of how Early Help through education, health and other partners contributes, and to build public understanding as per the principles in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 (Department for Education, 2026). Third, councils that have a referring form or a specialist information on their own website should ensure that this information is clearly linked from the main council portal website, so that families don't have to switch between various websites to access a same support. 
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