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Introduction  
Early Help is a key element of safeguarding practice in England and aims to provide support to children, young people, and families at the earliest opportunity before problems become more serious. The approach is based on the principle that timely intervention can improve outcomes for children, strengthen family resilience and reduce the need for statutory services (Department for Education, 2024). As a result, Early Help forms an important part of local authority responsibilities and wider safeguarding arrangements.
Local authorities are expected to work with a range of agencies to ensure that families can access appropriate support when difficulties first emerge. These services may address issues such as parenting challenges, emotional wellbeing, domestic abuse, financial difficulties, housing concerns, and school attendance. For many families, local authority websites are the first point of contact when seeking information about available support. Therefore, websites play a key role in communicating Early Help services and enabling families to access assistance quickly and effectively.
The way information is presented online can influence whether families understand the support available to them and how to access it. Websites that are clear, accessible, and easy to navigate may encourage earlier engagement with services, whereas poorly organised information may create barriers to support and delay intervention.
This report examines how Early Help and wider family support services are communicated through the websites of Leeds City Council, Staffordshire County Council and Nottinghamshire County Council. The report begins by explaining the Early Help system and the importance of multi-agency working. It then evaluates each website, compares their strengths and weaknesses, and concludes by identifying which local authority provides the most effective and accessible information for families, alongside recommendations for improvement. 
Explanation of the Early Help System 
The Early Help system is a preventative approach that aims to identify and respond to the needs of children, young people and families before difficulties escalate and require statutory intervention. The concept is based on the recognition that providing support at the earliest possible stage can improve outcomes for children, enhance family wellbeing and reduce the likelihood of more serious safeguarding concerns developing later (Department for Education, 2024).
According to the Early Help System Guide, Early Help should be available to families as soon as additional needs are identified and should be tailored to the individual circumstances of the child and family (Department for Education, 2024). Support may be required for a variety of reasons, including parenting difficulties, emotional and mental health concerns, domestic abuse, substance misuse, poor school attendance, financial hardship, and housing difficulties. Rather than focusing solely on problems, Early Help seeks to identify family strengths and build resilience through coordinated support.
Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 emphasises that safeguarding is everyone's responsibility and that agencies should work together to identify emerging needs and provide support before problems become more severe (Department for Education, 2023). This reflects a shift away from reactive interventions towards earlier and more preventative approaches. Effective Early Help relies on timely assessment, information sharing and coordinated planning between professionals and families.
Despite the recognised benefits of Early Help, challenges remain in ensuring consistent access to services across different local authority areas. Featherstone et al. (2018) argue that reductions in public sector funding have increased pressure on family support services, potentially limiting the availability of preventative interventions. Furthermore, families may be unaware of the support available or uncertain about how to access services. Consequently, local authority websites have a significant role in ensuring that information about Early Help is accessible, understandable, and easy to navigate. The effectiveness of online communication may therefore influence whether families seek support at an early stage or wait until difficulties have become more significant. 
Explanation of Multi-Agency Working 
Multi-agency working refers to professionals and organisations working together to support children, young people, and families. This approach is particularly important within safeguarding because complex family needs often require input from several services. Effective collaboration enables professionals to share information, coordinate support and improve outcomes for children (Walker, 2020).
Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 states that safeguarding is a shared responsibility involving local authorities, health services, schools, police, and voluntary organisations (Department for Education, 2023). Through partnership working, agencies can identify concerns earlier and ensure that families receive appropriate support before problems escalate. This approach is central to the Early Help system, where professionals work together to assess needs and develop coordinated support plans.
For example, a child experiencing poor school attendance may require support from education staff, health professionals, and family support workers. By sharing information and expertise, agencies can develop a more complete understanding of the family's circumstances and provide holistic support.
However, multi-agency working is not without challenges. Differences in organisational priorities, communication systems and resource availability may affect the effectiveness of partnership working (Frost, 2020). Munro (2011) also highlights that successful safeguarding depends upon effective communication and professional judgement as well as formal procedures.
Overall, effective multi-agency working is essential to the success of Early Help. It enables agencies to respond to emerging concerns in a coordinated manner and helps ensure that children and families receive timely support that meets their needs.  
Evaluation of Leeds City Council Website 
Leeds City Council provides a clear range of information about Early Help through its Family Hubs and Early Help webpages. The website explains that Early Help aims to provide families with support before problems escalate and emphasises providing the right support at the right time (Leeds City Council, 2026). Information is available on parenting support, education, health services, and community-based assistance.
One of the main strengths of the website is its Family Hub model, which acts as a midway point for accessing support services. Families can access support through Family Hubs and the Early Help Front Door service, which provides clear contact routes for advice and referrals (Leeds City Council, 2026).
The website also demonstrates a commitment to multi-agency working by highlighting how different professionals and organisations work together to support children and families.
[bookmark: _Int_Eazigf71]However, some weaknesses are evident. Information relating to Early Help is spread across several webpages and linked services, which may make navigation more difficult for some users. In addition, some information appears to be aimed at professionals rather than families, which could make certain sections less accessible to individuals with limited knowledge of safeguarding services.
Despite these limitations, Leeds City Council presents Early Help information in a clear and accessible manner. The strong emphasis on Family Hubs and partnership working provides families with a clear starting point when seeking support. 
Evaluation of Staffordshire County Council Website 
Staffordshire County Council provides extensive information about Early Help through its Family Hubs and Families First webpages. The website explains that Early Help is intended to support children and families before difficulties become more serious and promotes the principle of providing the right help at the right time (Staffordshire County Council, 2026).
A significant strength of the website is its family-friendly language. Information is presented in a straightforward manner, making it easier for non-specialist users to understand available support services. The website also clearly promotes partnership working by explaining how Family Hubs work with organisations such as schools, health services, and community groups to provide joined-up support.
In addition, contact details are easily accessible, which may encourage earlier engagement with services. The website also reflects the importance of multi-agency working by highlighting partnerships between education, health, social care, and community services. This demonstrates alignment with national guidance promoting coordinated support for children and families.
However, some limitations are apparent. Although a large amount of information is available, it is spread across numerous webpages and linked resources. Families may therefore need to navigate several sections before locating specific information relevant to their circumstances. In some areas, the emphasis is placed on service descriptions rather than explaining how families can practically access support.
Nevertheless, Staffordshire County Council communicates Early Help effectively through accessible language, visible support pathways, and a strong Family Hub presence. These features may help families understand available services and seek support at an earlier stage. 
Evaluation of Nottinghamshire County Council Website
Nottinghamshire County Council provides detailed information about Early Help through its Family Hub Network and Early Help webpages. The website explains that Family Hubs act as a ‘front door’ for families, providing access to support, advice, and guidance from pregnancy through to young adulthood (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2026). This helps families understand the purpose of Early Help and where support can be accessed.
A major strength of the website is the variety of information available. Families can access guidance on parenting, health and wellbeing, education, relationships, employment, and financial support. The website also clearly promotes partnership working by explaining how Family Hubs work with organisations such as schools, health services, and community groups to provide joined-up support (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2026).
However, some weaknesses are apparent. Information is spread across several webpages, including Family Hubs, the Early Help Unit and family support services. This may make navigation more difficult for families who are unfamiliar with the system. In addition, some pages contain information aimed primarily at professionals, which may reduce accessibility for members of the public.
Despite these limitations, Nottinghamshire County Council provides a comprehensive range of Early Help information. The strong emphasis on Family Hubs, self-referral options and partnership working may make it easier for families to access support before difficulties become more serious. 
Comparative Analysis of the Three Local Authority Websites
All three local authorities demonstrate a commitment to promoting Early Help and family support services. Each website highlights the importance of early intervention, multi-agency working and Family Hubs as a means of supporting children and families. However, differences exist in the way information is presented and how easily families can access support.
Leeds City Council places a strong emphasis on Family Hubs and partnership working. The website provides a broad range of information and clearly explains the purpose of Early Help. However, information is spread across several webpages and linked resources, which may make navigation more challenging for some users (Leeds City Council, 2026).
Similarly, Staffordshire County Council provides extensive information about Early Help and support services. A notable strength is the use of clear and family-friendly language, making information accessible to non-specialist users. Nevertheless, some information is dispersed across multiple webpages, meaning families may need to search through several sections before locating specific support (Staffordshire County Council, 2026).
In comparison, Nottinghamshire County Council provides the most accessible structure. The website presents Family Hubs as a clear ‘front door’ to services and offers information on a wide range of support needs, including health, parenting, education, relationships, and financial wellbeing. The availability of self-referral routes and clearly signposted contact details may make it easier for families to access support without professional involvement (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2026). Furthermore, the website emphasises joined up working between schools, health services, and community organisations, reflecting the principles outlined in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 (Department for Education, 2023).
Although each website communicates Early Help effectively, Nottinghamshire provides the clearest pathways to support and presents information in a manner that is likely to be more accessible to families seeking help for the first time. 
Recommendations  
Although all three local authority websites provide valuable information about Early Help services, several improvements could enhance accessibility and user experience. Firstly, each website could reduce the need for families to navigate between multiple webpages when seeking support. Providing a single, clearly signposted Early Help page may improve accessibility and reduce confusion.
Secondly, local authorities should ensure that information is written in plain English and avoid excessive professional terminology. Families accessing support services may have limited knowledge of safeguarding processes, and understandable language can help improve understanding and engagement.
Thirdly, websites could make referral pathways more visible by providing prominent contact details, self-referral options, and step-by-step guidance on how support can be accessed. This may encourage families to seek assistance at an earlier stage.
Finally, local authorities should regularly review website content to ensure information remains current, accurate and easy to locate. Improving accessibility may help strengthen the effectiveness of Early Help by enabling families to identify and access support more quickly. 
Conclusion 
This report examined how Leeds City Council, Staffordshire County Council and Nottinghamshire County Council communicate information about Early Help and family support services through their websites. The findings show that all three local authorities recognise the importance of early intervention and provide information that reflects national safeguarding guidance (Department for Education, 2023; Department for Education, 2024).
Leeds City Council demonstrated a strong commitment to Family Hubs and partnership working, while Staffordshire County Council provided information using clear and accessible language. Nottinghamshire County Council offered the most comprehensive and clearly signposted approach, presenting Family Hubs as a central access point for support and providing straightforward routes for families seeking assistance.
Based on the analysis undertaken, Nottinghamshire County Council communicates Early Help information most effectively. The website combines a wide range of support information with clear navigation and accessible referral pathways, making it easier for families to identify and access services. Effective communication is an essential element of Early Help provision, as families are more likely to engage with support when information is clear, accessible, and easy to understand. 
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