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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 intervention is a central element of the UK safeguarding system, aiming to identify emerging needs and offer support before challenges escalate into crises. (gov.uk/dluhc, 2022)emphasises that accessible information for families is a vital feature of effective Early Help delivery. Local authority websites therefore play an essential role in communicating available services, referral routes, and partnership arrangements. 
This report evaluates how Early Help information is presented across three local authorities: Norfolk County Council, Leeds City Council, and Southwark Council. These authorities were chosen because they represent different geographical contexts and demonstrate varied approaches to presenting Early Help services online. The report will consider the clarity of Early Help explanations, accessibility, referral processes, multi-agency working, and the family-centred nature of communication. A comparative analysis will follow, before concluding with recommendations to improve digital presentation and accessibility of Early Help information(Local Government UK, 2019).
Explanation of the Early Help System
The Early Help system refers to the support offered to children, young people, and families at the earliest point of emerging need. According to the (HM Government, 2023), Early Help aims to prevent problems from worsening by providing timely, coordinated multi-agency support. This may include parenting programmes, emotional wellbeing services, support for school attendance, domestic abuse services, youth support, and financial advice(Ainsworth, 2014).
Effective Early Help requires:
· Accessible information so families know how to seek support
· Clear referral pathways for self-referrals and professional referrals
· Multi-agency collaboration led by local partnerships
· Early identification tools, such as Early Help Assessments
· Integrated locality-based teams
The Early Help System Guide (2022) outlines that local authorities must ensure families understand:
1. What Early Help is
2. Who can access it
3. How to request support
4. What services are available
5. Contact information for Early Help teams
Therefore, the effectiveness of an Early Help system is significantly influenced by the quality of information presented on the local authority’s website(in Practice, 2022).
Explanation of Multi-Agency Working
Multi-agency working is a defining characteristic of Early Help. It involves coordinated action between education, health, social care, police, voluntary organisations, and community groups to support families holistically. Working Together to Safeguard Children (HM Government, 2023) states that multi-agency partnerships must collaborate to assess needs, share information appropriately, and plan interventions(Thatcher et al., n.d.).
Key features include:
· Shared Early Help Assessment processes
· Coordinated Team Around the Family (TAF) meetings
· Joint service delivery (e.g., schools working with children’s centres)
· Clear communication channels between professionals
· Shared responsibility for outcomes
Local authorities are required to articulate how partners work together, including referral routes, consent processes, service thresholds, and roles of practitioners. Effective website communication therefore supports not only families but also professionals engaging in multi-agency work(Government Association, n.d.).
Evaluation of the Three Local Authority Websites

1. Norfolk County Council 
Norfolk County Council presents Early Help information under the "Family Support" and "Early Help and Prevention" sections of their website. The website clearly explains that Early Help supports families "to overcome emerging issues before they escalate," demonstrating alignment with the principles outlined in Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023. Norfolk provides a detailed outline of the Early Help Assessment (EHA) process and explains how the Family Support Process is coordinated through multi-agency working arrangements.Strengths 
Norfolk's website demonstrates several significant strengths in communicating Early Help services to families(Norfolk County Council, 2025b). The website offers a clear, step-by-step explanation of the Early Help pathway, which helps families understand what to expect when they engage with services. This systematic approach reflects the importance of transparency in safeguarding partnerships, as emphasized in the Early Help System Guide. The provision of downloadable leaflets and professional guidance supports both families and practitioners in understanding their roles within the Early Help framework, fostering the multi-agency collaboration that is central to effective safeguarding work.
A particularly notable strength is Norfolk's dedicated online portal for professional referrals, which streamlines the referral process and supports timely intervention. The website clearly signposts self-referral options, empowering families to access support proactively without feeling they must wait for professional involvement. This aligns with the strengths-based approach advocated in contemporary safeguarding practice. Furthermore, the easy-to-navigate layout with separate pages for professionals and families demonstrates thoughtful consideration of different user needs, ensuring that information is targeted and relevant to each audience.
Weaknesses 
Despite these strengths, Norfolk's website has several areas requiring improvement. Some information sections are text-heavy, which may create barriers for families with lower literacy levels or those for whom English is an additional language. This potentially excludes vulnerable families who might benefit most from Early Help services. The limited use of visual aids, infographics, or videos to support accessibility represents a missed opportunity to engage diverse family groups more effectively. Additionally, the Early Help offer is spread across multiple pages, requiring users to navigate through several clicks to gather complete information. This fragmentation may frustrate families seeking quick answers during times of stress or crisis(Norfolk County Council, 2025a).
Norfolk's approach is undeniably comprehensive and demonstrates strong consideration for professional users, but it could be significantly enhanced by improving user-friendliness for families themselves, who are the primary beneficiaries of these services.
2. Leeds City Council
Leeds City Council presents its Early Help offer within the "Family Help and Support" section, clearly aligning with the city's "Leeds Early Help Strategy." The website adopts a notably family-friendly tone and prominently promotes its network of Early Help Hubs, which serve as accessible community entry points for support services.
Strengths 
Leeds demonstrates exceptional clarity in communicating Early Help services to families(Leeds County Council, 2025). The website uses extremely clear explanations written in simple, accessible language that avoids professional jargon, making information understandable to families from diverse backgrounds. This approach reflects best practice in public communication and demonstrates genuine commitment to accessibility. A particularly impressive feature is the provision of a one-page visual diagram showing how Early Help works in Leeds, which enables families to quickly grasp the support pathway without wading through lengthy text.
The website includes comprehensive contact details for Early Help Hubs in different localities across Leeds, ensuring families can easily identify their nearest support point(Leeds County Council, 2025). This locality-based approach supports the development of community connections and reduces barriers to access. There is strong emphasis on partnership working, with clear information about how children's centres, schools, and other agencies collaborate within the Early Help system. This transparent approach to multi-agency working helps families understand that they will receive coordinated support rather than fragmented services.
Leeds' family-focused, strengths-based approach is entirely consistent with the "Family Valued" model that underpins the city's children's services. The website clearly communicates that Early Help is about building on family strengths rather than focusing solely on problems or deficits. This positive framing encourages engagement and reduces the stigma that families sometimes associate with seeking support.
Weaknesses 
However, Leeds' website is not without limitations. Some webpages link to older PDF documents, which may appear outdated and could contain information that no longer reflects current service provision. This creates potential confusion and undermines confidence in the information provided. Additionally, some service areas lack the detailed descriptions found on Norfolk's website, meaning families or professionals seeking specific information about particular interventions may need to make telephone enquiries rather than finding answers online.
The navigation structure can occasionally feel broad because Early Help information is embedded within wider family support content, potentially requiring users to search through multiple sections to locate specific Early Help resources. Nevertheless, Leeds demonstrates a highly accessible, family-friendly Early Help system that successfully balances comprehensiveness with usability.

3. Southwark Council 
Southwark Council presents Early Help information within its "Local Offer" and "Family Early Help" pages. The website demonstrates close integration between Early Help and universal services including children's centres, youth services, and the Southwark "Family Early Help Service," reflecting the coordinated approach advocated in the Early Help System Guide.
Strengths
Southwark provides a clear description of what Early Help is and explicitly outlines who can access these services, removing ambiguity about eligibility. This transparency supports early engagement by reassuring families that they can seek help without meeting high thresholds. The website demonstrates strong emphasis on community-based services, including children's centres and youth programmes, which positions Early Help as an integrated part of community life rather than as a separate, stigmatized service.
Contact details for Early Help Duty Lines are prominently displayed, enabling families to make immediate contact when they need support. The availability of self-referral forms directly online represents good practice by reducing barriers and empowering families to take the first step in seeking help(Southwark County Council, 2025b). Southwark demonstrates particularly good focus on families with additional needs and reflects the diversity of communities within the borough, with information acknowledging different family circumstances and cultural backgrounds.
Weaknesses 
Southwark's website has notable weaknesses. The structure of Early Help information can feel fragmented across different sections of the website, requiring families to piece together information from multiple pages. This lack of cohesion may be confusing, particularly for families under stress who need quick, clear guidance. Professional guidance is not as clearly presented as on Norfolk's website, potentially leaving practitioners uncertain about referral processes or assessment frameworks(Southwark County Council, 2025a).
Furthermore, there are limited visual resources or step-by-step process explanations, meaning the website relies heavily on text-based information. For families with lower literacy levels or visual learners, this represents a significant barrier to understanding. Southwark demonstrates a balanced approach that values community integration and diversity, but the website structure requires simplification and consolidation to improve navigation and accessibility for all users.

Comparative Analysis of the Strengths and Weaknesses
Accessibility and Ease of Navigation
· Leeds demonstrates the strongest accessibility: simple language, visual aids, and locality-based contact details make the information easy to understand.
· Norfolk provides the most detailed professional guidance but is less user-friendly due to text-heavy pages and multiple navigation layers.
· Southwark sits between the two: information is clear but scattered across different website areas.
Clarity of Early Help Explanation
· Leeds uses straightforward, family-centred explanations consistent with best practice recommended by the Early Help System Guide (DfE, 2021).
· Southwark offers a clear definition but lacks a single consolidated Early Help page.
· Norfolk is comprehensive but more technical, which may suit professionals rather than families.
Referral Processes
· Norfolk: Strongest referral system with clear professional portals and step-by-step guidance.
· Southwark: Good self-referral forms and duty line contact details.
· Leeds: Offers locality hub contacts but could improve referral pathway clarity.
Multi-Agency Working Information
· Leeds explicitly highlights strong partnerships across education, health, and community sectors.
· Norfolk provides professional documentation outlining multi-agency processes.
· Southwark links Early Help with a broader Local Offer, but professional guidance could be clearer.
Family-Centred Presentation
· Leeds is the most family-friendly, aligning with the Family Valued model, placing families at the centre of decision-making.
· Southwark shows a strong community emphasis.
· Norfolk appears more procedural, focusing on professionals.

Conclusion and Recommendations
Based on the analysis, Leeds City Council appears to have the most effective and accessible Early Help communication. Its use of clear language, visual aids, local hub contacts, and emphasis on strengths-based practice aligns strongly with national Early Help expectations (DfE, 2021; HM Government, 2023).
Norfolk County Council provides the most detailed and structured Early Help guidance, particularly for professionals, but could improve accessibility for families through simplified language and visual summaries.
Southwark Council offers a strong community-oriented Early Help offer but needs to consolidate information into fewer, more navigable pages.
Recommendations
1. Introduce visual guides or flow charts (Norfolk, Southwark): Visuals can improve understanding for parents with lower literacy levels.
2. Consolidate information onto a single Early Help landing page (Southwark): This would improve navigation and clarity.
3. Strengthen family-friendly language and simplify terminology (Norfolk).
4. Update external documents and ensure consistency across pages (Leeds).
5. Increase accessibility features, such as translation options and video explanations, across all three websites.
6. Provide clearer referral pathways on Leeds and Southwark websites, including dedicated professional guidance pages.
7. Improve visibility of multi-agency processes across all three authorities to support professionals and families.
Overall, while each authority provides valuable Early Help information, Leeds demonstrates the most comprehensive and accessible approach for families seeking support. Further improvements, particularly around simplification and visual communication, would enhance the effectiveness of Early Help signposting across all three councils.
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