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The Early Help system supports families before difficulties become serious, helping to prevent problems escalating into safeguarding concerns. Families need to be able to access information that is clear, accurate and easy to find, and local authority websites are frequently the first place they turn to, making their design and content significant for timely access to services.
This report evaluates how Leeds City Council, Tower Hamlets Council and Leicestershire County Council present information about Early Help. It examines the effectiveness of each authority in explaining services available, referral procedures and multi-agency working, and evaluates the accessibility for various family groups. Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2026) states that good communication is vital to ensuring that families are supported as early as possible. Using Bronfenbrenner's (1979) ecological systems theory, the report examines how website design and content influence families' ability to engage with support services across different social systems. The comparison identifies strengths, weaknesses and practical improvements that could strengthen safeguarding and improve access to Early Help.
[bookmark: _Toc237506696]Understanding the Early Help System

Early Help provides support when concerns first emerge, preventing problems from becoming more serious. Early help is defined by the Department for Education (2022) as support that is given when difficulties arise at any point in a child's life, and typically involves parenting support, financial advice, housing support, domestic abuse support and mental health services.
One of the strengths of Early Help is that it is preventative. Tilbury and Osmond (2006) found that early intervention can have a positive impact on family wellbeing and on the need for future statutory social care, and Daro and Harding (1999) define Early Help as secondary prevention, which is the prevention of family problems becoming child maltreatment. Early Help is not statutory child protection, but is based on voluntary engagement and can enhance safeguarding by preventing a crisis rather than responding to one. Early Help is not statutory child protection, but is based on voluntary engagement and can enhance safeguarding by preventing a crisis rather than responding to one.
Effective Early Help should be accessible, non-stigmatising and responsive to family needs (Cameron and Moss, 2011). Families may access services directly or through referrals from schools, health visitors or GPs (Department for Education, 2022). However, research suggests that the organisation and accessibility of Early Help services vary between local authorities, influencing families' ability to identify and access appropriate support (Lucas and John, 2021; Department for Education, 2022), which makes website accessibility an important factor in ensuring timely access.
[bookmark: _Toc237506697]Multi-Agency Working in Early Help

Multi-agency working involves professionals from health, education, social care and other services working together to meet the needs of children and families. Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2026) says that no one agency can fully grasp or respond to a family's needs, and Atkinson, Jones and Lamont (2007) believe that collaborative working minimizes fragmented service delivery by promoting information sharing and coordinated decision making.
Within Early Help, professionals such as teachers, health visitors, counsellors and financial advisers contribute different expertise while working towards shared outcomes. Barr and Wastell (2019) highlight the importance of information sharing arrangements and trust between agencies for effective collaboration, as well as the need for families to be aware of the reasons for sharing information and how agencies work together to ensure they engage confidently with services.
Bronfenbrenner's (1979) ecological systems theory explains that family wellbeing is shaped by interactions between families, communities and wider services. These interactions are facilitated by local authority websites that guide families through services and support, and by clear explanations of referral pathways, which reinforce the relationship between families and professionals, but by poor communication, these pathways can be barriers to access. Featherstone et al. (2014) found that uncertainty about information sharing discourages vulnerable families from seeking support, so effective website signposting is more than good communication, it supports safeguarding by helping families understand how Early Help operates and how they can access coordinated services.
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Leeds City Council provides Early Help information through a dedicated Family Support section, making it relatively easy for families to identify available services. The website explains Early Help in clear language and outlines support such as parenting programmes, money and debt advice, housing assistance and domestic abuse services.
One of the strengths is the clear description of the support available. Ghate and Hazel (2002) found that families are more likely to seek help when they can easily identify services that match their needs, so by outlining specific services Leeds reduces uncertainty and encourages earlier engagement. The council also has a number of referral pathways, such as online forms, telephone contact and local family hubs. Providing different access routes helps ensure that services remain accessible to families with varying needs and circumstances (Department for Education, 2022).
While these are strengths, there are some weaknesses that limit accessibility. The website provides limited explanation of how professionals work together or how information is shared between agencies, and Parton (2014) argues that transparency about information sharing is essential for building trust, particularly among vulnerable families. Uncertainty around waiting times is also unclear, which can make it difficult for families to know when help is likely to be available, as identified by Ghate and Hazel (2002) as a barrier to help-seeking. Although Leeds acknowledges support for BAME families and those experiencing domestic abuse, this information is not prominently displayed. Memon et al (2016) found that these groups may also face further barriers to accessing services, which would be enhanced by more visible signposting and better aligned with the Equality Act (2010).
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Tower Hamlets delivers Early Help through a dedicated Family Hub website designed for a highly diverse community. The website is visually appealing and easy to navigate, and it shows a higher level of commitment to digital inclusion than the other authorities.
The website uses icons, clear headings, videos and easy-read resources to guide families through the referral process. As Cameron and Moss (2011) argue, accessible design reduces the cognitive burden on families experiencing stress, and visual information is more effective at helping people with lower literacy levels and those who speak English as an additional language to understand information, as demonstrated by Rowlands et al. (2015); multilingual information ensures equitable access for diverse communities.
One of the other strengths is the explanation of what happens following a referral. Tower Hamlets clearly describes multi-agency working and how professionals share information, reducing uncertainty for families, and Parton (2014) argues that openness about safeguarding processes increases confidence and encourages families to seek support. However, the website provides limited detail about the specific services available, and while referral pathways are clearly explained, families may struggle to determine whether Early Help can address their particular needs, Ghate and Hazel (2002) suggest that families engage more readily when services are clearly described. There are also no waiting times, which reduces the ability of families to manage their expectations, especially when urgent support is needed (Daro and Harding, 1999). Tower Hamlets is generally accessible and communicates clearly, but more information about the services available would enhance its approach.
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Leicestershire County Council does not have a dedicated page for Early Help, but it is included within a wider Child and Family Services section. This is an integrated approach, but it makes information more difficult to find and can limit access for families who want immediate help (Ghate and Hazel, 2002).
One of the strengths is the detailed explanation of referral procedures. Families are provided with clear information about assessment procedures, confidentiality and data protection, which helps to alleviate concerns about the handling of personal information. Onyango (2020) argue that transparency builds trust in multi-agency working, and Parton (2014) list privacy concerns as a key obstacle to engagement.
While the website has these strengths, it is very dependent on long paragraphs and professional language. Cameron and Moss (2011) have shown that dense information deters engagement, especially for families in stress, and Rowlands et al. (2015) have demonstrated that unexplainable professional language is a disadvantage for those with lower literacy and for those whose first language is not English. Compared with Leeds and Tower Hamlets, Leicestershire also makes limited use of visual design, images and icons. The information is comprehensive, but the presentation is not, as research indicates that visual presentation enhances understanding and increases service use (Cameron and Moss, 2011; Rowlands et al., 2015).
[bookmark: _Toc237506701]Comparative Analysis

The three local authorities demonstrate different approaches to presenting Early Help information, with notable differences in accessibility, clarity and inclusiveness.
	Dimension
	Leeds
	Tower Hamlets
	Leicestershire

	Language accessibility
	English only
	Bengali, English, Urdu and visual resources
	English only

	Visual presentation
	Clear headings, limited icons
	Strong visual design, videos, easy-read resources
	Dense text, few visual aids

	Service information
	Detailed service descriptions
	Strong focus on referral process
	Detailed but technical

	Process transparency
	Limited explanation
	Clear explanation of multi-agency working
	Good explanation of confidentiality and referrals

	Accessibility for diverse families
	Moderate
	Strong
	Limited



The comparison shows that effective signposting depends on combining accessible language, clear service descriptions, transparent processes and inclusive design rather than relying on a single feature.
Tower Hamlets does best in tackling barriers faced by a range of communities, including the provision of multilingual resources, visual content and clear explanations of referral processes. Bhui, Ascoli and Nuamh (2012) suggest that cultural and communication barriers can limit engagement with health and support services among ethnic minority communities, which is why Tower Hamlets' multilingual approach is so important in enhancing accessibility. However, the website gives less attention to describing individual services, meaning families may still struggle to determine whether Early Help meets their needs; Ghate and Hazel (2002) argue that families are more likely to seek support when services are clearly explained.
Leeds provides comprehensive descriptions of available services and multiple access routes, but offers limited explanation of information sharing and support for diverse communities. This undermines trust and can deter vulnerable families from accessing services (Parton, 2014). Leicestershire offers detailed procedural information but does not present it in a way that is easy to navigate; long paragraphs and professional language that is not explained to families with lower literacy levels or those whose first language is not English (Rowlands et al., 2015). Although the information is comprehensive, the presentation reduces accessibility and limits the preventative purpose of Early Help.
The results overall show that website design has a direct impact on the ability of families to access support. To ensure that Early Help is effective in its safeguarding role, accessible information, transparent communication and inclusive presentation are vital.
[bookmark: _Toc237506702]Conclusion

The comparison shows that all three local authorities make information about Early Help available, but the quality of signposting varies widely. Tower Hamlets has the best overall approach as it includes multilingual resources, accessible design and clear explanations of referral processes, which makes information easier for diverse families to understand and use. Leeds is good at communicating what services are available, but not so good at communicating multi-agency working, and Leicestershire is good at communicating multi-agency working, but not so good at communicating in detail.
The results of this research confirm that signposting is a significant safeguarding concern and not just a communication process. Consistent with Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2026), families can only benefit from Early Help when they understand how services operate and how they can access support. Greater accessibility, transparency and inclusiveness would enhance preventative safeguarding and help more families to access support before problems arise.
[bookmark: _Toc237506703]Recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc237506704]For all local authorities
· Use plain language and explain professional terminology to make it more accessible, especially for families with lower levels of literacy (Rowlands et al., 2015).
· Make information available in languages used in local communities to enhance equality of access (Ghate and Hazel, 2002).
· Use more visual resources including icons, videos and infographics, which enhance understanding and engagement (Cameron and Moss, 2011; Rowlands et al., 2015).
· Ensure that multi-agency working, information sharing and confidentiality are clearly explained to enhance family confidence (Parton, 2014).
· Provide services in a way that is organised around the needs of the family, rather than professional structures, making it easier for families to identify relevant services (Ghate and Hazel, 2002).
· Provide families with anticipated response times to help set expectations and promote timely engagement (Daro and Harding, 1999).
[bookmark: _Toc237506705]Leeds City Council
· Increase the visibility of support for BAME families and domestic abuse services.
· Provide clearer explanations of information sharing and estimated waiting times.
[bookmark: _Toc237506706]Tower Hamlets Council
· Increase awareness of the breadth of Early Help services.
· Continue to build multilingual resources and encourage other access points for families who are not digitally literate.
[bookmark: _Toc237506707]Leicestershire County Council
· Use plain language instead of technical terms. 
· Improve website navigation through dedicated Early Help pages, visual summaries and multilingual resources. 
These recommendations would enhance accessibility, increase family engagement and increase the preventative function of Early Help in local safeguarding systems.
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