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Early Help is a key aspect of safeguarding in England, providing timely support to children, young people, and families as soon as difficulties emerge. By offering voluntary, proportionate, and supportive assistance, Early Help aims to prevent concerns from escalating to the point where statutory child protection or social care intervention is needed (Department for Education, 2022). National safeguarding guidance emphasises that early intervention can improve outcomes for children, reduce long-term harm, and strengthen family resilience (HM Government, 2023).
Local authorities are responsible for both providing Early Help services and ensuring that families can easily access clear, understandable information about the support available. Nowadays, local authority websites are frequently the first place families turn to for advice or assistance. Research indicates that the clarity, accessibility, and presentation of online information can significantly affect whether families seek help promptly or delay engaging with services, potentially increasing the risk to children (Munro, 2011)
This report assesses and compares how three local authorities: Leicestershire County Council, Leeds City Council, and Southwark Council, use their websites to signpost Early Help information. These authorities were selected to represent a range of geographical and demographic contexts. The report uses The Early Help System Guide and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 as key frameworks to guide the analysis where relevant. This report begins by explaining the Early Help system and the role of multi-agency working, followed by an evaluation of each website. A comparative analysis is then presented, before concluding with recommendations and a summary of key findings. 
[bookmark: _Toc223631950]Explanation of the Early Help System
As defined in The Early Help System Guide, early help is support given to children, young people, and families as soon as concerns arise. This preventative approach focuses on identifying needs early and providing suitable, proportionate support to improve outcomes, rather than waiting until problems worsen or require legal intervention (Department for Education, 2022).
The primary aim of Early Help is to address difficulties before they escalate, thereby preventing the need for statutory child protection or social care intervention (HM Government, 2023). Early Help is a voluntary service, built on collaborative partnerships with families. It ensures that consent is obtained and that families actively participate in identifying their needs and agreeing on appropriate support. Early Help assessments are used to develop a comprehensive understanding of the child's situation, considering factors such as health, education, emotional well-being, parenting capacity, and family circumstances (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022). Support provided may include parenting programmes, assistance with school attendance, mental health services, domestic abuse support, or guidance relating to housing and finances.
National initiatives, such as the Supporting Families Programme, emphasise the importance of early identification of family needs and the provision of coordinated support to prevent problems escalating into crisis or statutory intervention (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022a).
Early Help forms part of the safeguarding continuum described in Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023). Through multi-agency collaboration and information sharing, it supports early intervention to reduce harm and promote children's welfare, and addresses concerns at the appropriate level before statutory intervention is required.
Given that Early Help is dependent on coordinated support from various services, effective multi-agency collaboration is vital to ensure families receive timely, integrated, and suitable assistance.
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(Spinks, 2023)
Multi-agency working involves different organisations and professionals collaborating to safeguard children and support families. This is achieved through sharing information, coordinating interventions, and delivering integrated services. Within the Early Help system, multi-agency working is essential because families often face multiple, interconnected needs that a single service cannot effectively address alone (Walker, 2021).
Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 emphasises that safeguarding is a shared responsibility, and that early intervention is most effective when agencies collaborate to identify concerns and provide timely support. The guidance highlights that multi-agency working enables professionals to respond to emerging needs at the earliest stage, thereby reducing the likelihood that concerns will escalate to statutory child protection intervention. As part of this wider safeguarding framework, Early Help operates below statutory thresholds, while remaining focused on protecting children's welfare.
In practice, multi-agency collaboration within Early Help involves professionals from various sectors, such as social work, education (schools), health (health visitors and general practitioners), and voluntary organisations. For instance, schools might identify early concerns regarding a child's attendance, behaviour, or learning and collaborate with Early Help services to provide support to both the child and their parents. Similarly, health professionals may identify physical or mental health concerns and share relevant information to ensure families receive appropriate support. Social workers and Early Help practitioners often coordinate this support, acting as the lead professional to ensure consistent and coordinated service delivery (Devon Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2026).
Effective multi-agency working helps to ensure families receive holistic support, rather than fragmented services. By sharing responsibility and expertise, professionals can collaborate to promote children's well-being, support families, and reduce the need for statutory intervention. This approach aligns with the preventative aims of the Early Help system (Cheminais, 2009).
Similarly, the Supporting Families Programme promotes a whole-family approach where local authorities and partner agencies collaborate to provide coordinated support for families experiencing multiple disadvantages (Department for Education and Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022b).
Given the importance of multi-agency collaboration in Early Help, it is essential to examine how effectively local authority websites communicate this support and direct families to the appropriate services.
[bookmark: _Toc223631952]Evaluation of Three Local Authority Websites
[bookmark: _Toc223631953]Leicestershire County Council
Leicestershire County Council provides information about Early Help within its Children and Family Services section. Early Help is defined as support for families facing challenges that do not meet the threshold for statutory social care intervention. This definition aligns with The Early Help System Guide and clarifies the preventative role of Early Help.
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( Leicestershire County Council, 2026)
Early Help information is difficult to find on the website. It is not immediately visible from the homepage and requires several steps to locate. This may present a challenge for families unfamiliar with the website or those seeking support during stressful times. Furthermore, the formal and professional language used may be unclear to some families. Key terms such as 'thresholds' and 'assessments' are included, but without clear explanations, potentially reducing understanding (Sidebotham et al., 2016).
The website provides comprehensive information, particularly for professionals, outlining referral pathways and describing available services. However, information aimed specifically at families is less prominent. In terms of presentation, the website is largely text-based, with limited use of visuals or downloadable resources that might help families understand the Early Help process more easily.
Although clear contact details are provided, instructions on how families can self-refer are not prominently displayed. Overall, the website's main strength is its accurate and in-depth information. However, key weaknesses include limited accessibility for families due to complex navigation, professional language, and a lack of visual or user-friendly presentation.
[bookmark: _Toc223631954]Leeds City Council
Leeds City Council presents information about Early Help in a clear and family-centred way, incorporating it within a wider framework of "Families" and "Early Support". Early Help is explained in plain language, emphasising the provision of early support to prevent the escalation of problems, which aligns with national safeguarding guidance.
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 (Leeds City Council, no date)
Early Help information is easy to access via the family services section, which uses clear headings and a logical page structure. This enables families to quickly find the information they need. The use of straightforward language, avoiding unnecessary professional jargon, is a key strength, making the content accessible to a wide audience (Local Government Association, 2019).
The website offers extensive information about Early Help, explaining what it is, when it's suitable, and what families can anticipate after making initial contact. It also connects Early Help with other family support services, like parenting programmes and emotional wellbeing support. The website is well-structured with a clear layout, although it makes limited use of videos or other visuals.
Clear contact details and visible self-referral options encourage voluntary engagement and empower families to seek help directly. Overall, the Leeds City Council website is strong in its accessibility, clarity, and family-friendly design. A minor weakness, however, is the limited use of visual or multimedia resources, which could further enhance understanding.
[bookmark: _Toc223631955]Southwark Council
Southwark Council's Children and Families section provides detailed information about Early Help. This information, which includes safeguarding processes, assessments, and referral pathways, closely aligns with the guidance outlined in Working Together to Safeguard Children.
Early Help information is available, but its accessibility is limited because it is spread across multiple pages and sections. Families may have to navigate safeguarding content before finding the Early Help information they need, which could be a barrier. Furthermore, the professional and procedural language used may be difficult for families unfamiliar with safeguarding systems to understand (NSPCC Learning, 2023).
The website is comprehensive, offering detailed explanations of processes, the roles of different professionals, and available services. While this level of detail may be helpful for professionals, families might find it overwhelming. In terms of presentation, the website relies heavily on text, with limited visuals or simplified guides to aid understanding.
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(Southwark Council, 2024)
While clear contact details and referral routes are provided, instructions for families on how to seek help independently are not always prominently displayed. The Southwark website's main strength is its detailed information, which aligns well with policy. However, its key weakness is a lack of family-friendly presentation, potentially hindering early engagement.
Overall, the evaluation indicates that, while all three local authority websites provide Early Help information in accordance with national safeguarding guidance, their effectiveness differs. Leeds City Council exhibits the strongest practice, presenting Early Help information in a clear, accessible, and family-friendly manner that encourages early engagement. Conversely, Leicestershire County Council and Southwark Council offer accurate and comprehensive information but place greater emphasis on professional processes, complex navigation, and less accessible language, potentially limiting usability for families. These findings underscore the importance of clear communication, intuitive website design, and a supportive tone in promoting early access to Early Help services.
[bookmark: _Toc223631956]Comparative Analysis of Strengths and Weaknesses
A comparison of the three local authority websites reveals distinct variations in how effectively they communicate Early Help information to families. While all three councils provide information aligned with national safeguarding guidance, there are considerable differences in accessibility, clarity, and overall user experience.
Leeds City Council exhibits the strongest overall approach. Its website presents information about Early Help in a clear, accessible, and family-friendly manner. Navigation is straightforward, the language is simple, and unnecessary professional jargon is avoided. Self-referral options and contact details are clearly visible, which supports voluntary engagement. This reflects best practice guidance, emphasising that clear and welcoming information encourages families to seek help early on. Furthermore, the integration of Early Help within a wider family support framework helps to normalise help-seeking and reduce stigma.
In contrast, while Leicestershire County Council provides accurate and comprehensive information, it places a greater emphasis on professional processes. Consequently, Early Help information is more difficult to find, and the use of terminology such as "thresholds" and "assessments" – without clear explanation – may reduce understanding for families unfamiliar with safeguarding systems. Improving navigation and simplifying the language used would enhance accessibility and the user experience.
Southwark Council provides the most detailed information, demonstrating strong compliance with statutory safeguarding frameworks. However, the complex website structure and extensive use of procedural language may overwhelm families seeking quick, clear guidance. Although comprehensive, the presentation could hinder early engagement.
Overall, this comparison highlights the importance of clarity, easy navigation, and family-focused language in supporting early intervention. Websites could be improved by reducing professional jargon, providing step-by-step guidance, and making self-referral routes more prominent. Prioritising user experience alongside policy compliance is essential to ensure that Early Help information is both accessible and effective for families.
[bookmark: _Toc223631957]Conclusion and Recommendations
This report examined how Early Help information is signposted to families through the websites of three local authorities. The evaluation and comparative analysis showed that, while all three councils provide information that aligns with national safeguarding guidance, there are notable differences in accessibility, clarity, and overall user experience. Leeds City Council was identified as the most effective website due to its clear navigation, simple language, and visible self-referral options, which support families in understanding and accessing Early Help at an early stage. In contrast, Leicestershire County Council and Southwark Council provide accurate and comprehensive information but rely more heavily on professional language and complex website structures, which may reduce accessibility for families.
Based on these findings, several practical recommendations can be made. Local authorities should ensure clear signposting to Early Help information from their homepage, using family-friendly terminology. They should prioritise plain language, clearly explaining key terms such as 'assessments' and 'thresholds'. To encourage voluntary engagement, self-referral routes and contact details should be prominently displayed. Furthermore, the use of step-by-step guidance, summaries, and simple visual aids could help families to better understand the Early Help process (Andrulis and Brach, 2007).
Clear, accessible online information is vital for supporting early intervention. When families can easily find and understand information about Early Help, they are more likely to seek support promptly. This contributes to improved outcomes for children and families, and supports the preventative goals of safeguarding practice.
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