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1.Introduction 
Early Help has become a central pillar of contemporary safeguarding policy in England, reflecting a shift away from reactive child protection towards earlier, preventative forms of support for children and families. It refers to the range of interventions that are offered at the first sign of emerging need, before difficulties escalate to the point where statutory social care involvement is required (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022). Early Help is therefore closely intertwined with the wider strategic safeguarding system, sitting within the same continuum of support and operating under the shared oversight of local safeguarding partnerships. These arrangements are intended to ensure that agencies work together so that children receive the right help, from the right service, at the right time (Department for Education, 2023). 
This report examines how three local authorities – Norfolk County Council, Leeds City Council and Southwark Council – communicate and signpost their Early Help offer to families through their public websites. These councils were selected because they represent a mix of large metropolitan and shire areas and because they all host a range of family hubs or children’s centres that are intended to act as physical gateways into Early Help support. The report begins by explaining the national Early Help system in more detail and situating it within the wider safeguarding context. It then explores the concept of multi-agency working and why inter-disciplinary collaboration is essential for effective Early Help. The main body of the report evaluates each of the three chosen council websites, before moving on to a comparative analysis of their strengths and weaknesses in terms of clarity, accessibility and alignment with national expectations. The report concludes by identifying which local authority appears to provide the most effective online signposting for families and offers recommendations for how all three could further improve their digital information and guidance.
2. The Early Help system
The Early Help System Guide (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022) makes it clear that Early Help should not be understood as a single service or team, but rather as a whole system of support that stretches across universal, targeted and specialist provision. At the universal level, families may access health visitors, schools, GP practices, youth services and voluntary organisations without any formal referral. As needs become more pronounced or complex, families may require targeted help, such as parenting programmes, family support workers, or interventions delivered through family hubs and children’s centres. In the most complex situations, where the child is a child in need under section 17 of the Children Act 1989, support may be delivered under a more formal “Family Help” framework while still seeking to avoid compulsory child protection processes (Department for Education, 2023). 
A key message within the Early Help System Guide is that the system functions best when services are joined up and families experience a coherent pathway rather than a series of disconnected contacts. One of the main tools for achieving this is the Early Help assessment. Instead of multiple agencies undertaking their own separate assessments, the intention is that the family and professionals work together on a single, holistic assessment that explores strengths, needs and desired outcomes (Barnes and Daniel, 2014). This is then used to co-produce a plan that sets out who will do what, and by when, in order to support change. In many areas this process is underpinned by a “Team Around the Family” model, where practitioners from different agencies meet regularly with the family to review progress and adapt the plan as needed (Brandon et al., 2012). 
Another central feature of the Early Help system is the appointment of a lead practitioner. This is the professional who takes overall responsibility for coordinating the plan, keeping in touch with the family, and ensuring that other agencies fulfil their agreed roles (Munro, 2011). The lead practitioner role is particularly important in preventing families from having to repeat their story multiple times and in reducing the risk of drift, where several services are involved but no one has a clear overview of the case. Evidence suggests that where Early Help is well coordinated and delivered at the right time, there can be significant benefits in terms of improved parenting, better school attendance, reduced risk of later statutory intervention and cost savings for the local system (Boddy et al., 2009; Hannon et al., 2021). 
The Early Help System Guide also emphasises the importance of having a clear local “Early Help offer” that families can understand and access. This should set out what support is available, who it is for, how it can be accessed, and what families can expect from services. In the digital age, local authority websites are a crucial vehicle for communicating this offer. For many families, particularly those anxious about seeking face-to-face support, the website is the first point of contact. It therefore needs to be clear, accessible and reflective of the collaborative ethos set out in national policy (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022).
3. Multi-agency working
Early Help can only work effectively if agencies collaborate rather than operate in silos. Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2023) sets out statutory expectations for multi-agency working. It places a shared responsibility on three “safeguarding partners” – the local authority, the police and the Integrated Care Board – to make joint arrangements for safeguarding and promoting the welfare of children in their area. These arrangements must also involve schools, health providers, youth justice services and the voluntary and community sector, recognising that no single agency can meet the needs of children and families alone (Sidebotham et al., 2016). 
Within this framework, Early Help is closely linked to child protection, not as a separate system but as part of the same continuum. Working Together (Department for Education, 2023) stresses that professionals who work with children should be able to identify emerging needs and share concerns at an early stage so that support can be provided before problems escalate. Clear thresholds are needed to describe when concerns can be managed within universal services, when a coordinated Early Help response is appropriate, and when a statutory child in need or child protection response is required. These thresholds should be jointly agreed by partners and made transparent to practitioners and the public (Brannan, Heflinger and Foster, 2003). 
Inter-disciplinary working also involves practical mechanisms such as multi-agency meetings, shared IT systems, and co-located teams. For example, the development of family hubs in many local authorities is intended to bring together early years services, health visiting, parenting support and wider family services under one roof, making it easier for families to access different kinds of help in a single, familiar setting (Hannon et al., 2021). When this works well, families experience a more seamless service and professionals can share information in a timely manner, reducing the risk of important details being missed. However, effective collaboration depends as much on culture and relationships as it does on structures: trust, open communication and a willingness to share responsibility are essential (Brandon et al., 2012). 
Local authority websites have an important role to play in reflecting and reinforcing this multi-agency approach. The way Early Help is described online can either support or undermine the notion of a shared, joined-up system. For example, if the website presents Early Help as a discrete council service, separate from schools, health and voluntary groups, this can give a misleading impression of how the system is intended to work. Conversely, if the website highlights the range of partners involved and explains how they work together around the family, it can help to convey the collaborative ethos of the national guidance.
4. Evaluation of local authority websites
4.1 Norfolk County Council
Norfolk County Council’s online information about Early Help is accessed primarily through its “Help for Families” pages. The language used on the landing page is generally clear and accessible, describing Early Help as support that “gives families practical advice and help so that small problems do not become big ones”. This aligns well with the preventative focus of the national guidance and is likely to be reassuring for parents who may be nervous about asking for help (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022). The page also specifies the age range covered and makes it explicit that young people with special educational needs and disabilities can receive support up to the age of 25, which reflects the extended duties under the Children and Families Act 2014. 
In terms of navigation, Norfolk’s site is relatively intuitive. From the main Early Help page, users are directed either to information about “family hubs” or to a “request support” link. The family hubs section gives a reasonably detailed overview of what these hubs offer, including support around parenting, finances, health and child development. There is some reference to partnership working, for example through mention of health visitors and voluntary organisations based in the hubs. However, the description focuses more on the range of activities than on the underlying Early Help processes, such as assessment and planning. This means that families gain a good sense of what they might access, but less of an understanding of how the support will be coordinated. 
The request support page provides information about different referral routes, including self-referral by families and referrals by professionals. Online forms are available and the wording emphasises that families can seek help themselves without needing a professional to do this on their behalf. This is positive in terms of accessibility and empowerment. What is less clear, though, is what families can expect once a request is submitted. There is relatively little information on timescales, on how decisions will be made, or on the possibility of multi-agency meetings and a lead practitioner. In this respect, the site only partially reflects the Early Help System Guide’s emphasis on transparency about how the system works (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022). 
4.2 Leeds City Council
Leeds City Council’s website approaches family support through a broad “Children and Families” section, within which “Services for families” provides the main gateway to Early Help-type provision. The site lists an extensive range of support, including family hubs, children’s centres, targeted family support services, youth services and mental health support. This breadth demonstrates that the local authority has a wide Early Help offer in place and gives families numerous options for support. However, the term “Early Help” itself is not prominent. Instead, services are described in generic terms, and there is no clear single page that explains the Early Help system. 
The absence of an explicit Early Help narrative has several implications. First, it means that families may struggle to understand how different services fit together as part of a coordinated system. The site functions more as a directory than as an explanation of a pathway. Secondly, there is no obvious description of Early Help assessment, lead practitioner roles or multi-agency planning. While professionals working in the city will be familiar with these processes, a parent browsing the website may not realise that there is a structured framework behind the services listed. This contrasts with national expectations that the Early Help offer should be transparent and underpinned by a shared local model (Department for Education, 2023). 
Navigation on the Leeds site can also be challenging. Many of the links lead to external organisations or to individual service pages, which can result in users having to click through several layers of information. For confident internet users, this may not be a major obstacle, but for families under stress or with limited digital literacy it risks becoming a barrier to accessing help. There is a clear contact route through the Family Information Service, which is positive, but the overall structure could be more coherent. 
4.3 Southwark Council
Southwark Council’s Early Help information is primarily located within its “Children and families” and “Children’s social care” sections. The “About Early Help” page provides a succinct definition, stating that Early Help is support that children and families need “to be healthy, safe and achieve their full potential”. It highlights that support is available for a range of difficulties, such as parenting challenges, emotional wellbeing, school attendance and housing. The age range is also clearly stated, including the extension to 25 for young adults with disabilities, which mirrors statutory guidance (Department for Education, 2023). 
One of the strengths of Southwark’s site is that it does attempt to describe the Early Help process as well as the services available. There is reference to what happens if a family needs “extra Early Help”, including the idea of a plan being developed with the family and regular meetings to review progress. This echoes the Team Around the Family and lead practitioner approach set out in the Early Help System Guide and in wider literature on effective early intervention (Barnes and Daniel, 2014; Brandon et al., 2012). Families are informed that they can approach services directly or be referred by professionals, and there is some acknowledgement that information will be shared between agencies where appropriate, which reflects the multi-agency ethos of Working Together (Department for Education, 2023). 
However, the structure of Southwark’s pages is somewhat fragmented. Information about universal services, family hubs and more targeted Early Help is spread across different sections, requiring users to move between them to gain a full picture of the offer. There is also limited use of visual tools such as diagrams or maps. For example, although family hubs are mentioned, there is no interactive map or postcode search tool to help families locate their nearest hub quickly. The overall effect is that while the substantive content is relatively strong, the user journey is not as smooth as it could be.
5. Comparative analysis
When the three local authority websites are considered together, several themes emerge. In terms of clarity and explanation of Early Help, Norfolk and Southwark perform better than Leeds. Both Norfolk and Southwark explicitly use the term “Early Help” and offer simple definitions that align with the preventative, supportive ethos found in national guidance (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022). Leeds, by contrast, presents a wide range of services but does not explicitly frame them as part of an Early Help system. This risks families seeing services as isolated options rather than parts of a coordinated response.
In relation to the explanation of process, Southwark arguably goes furthest. It offers some description of what happens when a family requires extra Early Help, including references to plans and meetings. This gives families at least a sense that there is a structured, collaborative process behind the support. Norfolk, while welcoming and clear about what is on offer, is less detailed about what happens after a request is made. Leeds provides minimal information on assessment and planning processes, focusing instead on listing services and contact details. Overall, none of the three councils fully meet the Early Help System Guide’s ambition for transparent, system-level explanations for families, but Southwark and Norfolk come closer than Leeds.
Considering navigation and accessibility, Norfolk’s website appears the most intuitive. From a single landing page, users are quickly directed either to information about family hubs or to a referral route. The number of clicks required to access key information is relatively small, which is likely to be important for families in distress. Southwark’s site, though containing useful information, is more fragmented, requiring users to move between several subsections to piece together the full picture. Leeds, meanwhile, provides a large amount of content but distributes it across numerous pages and external links, which can be difficult to navigate without a very clear sense of what one is looking for.
Finally, in terms of reflecting multi-agency working, all three councils could strengthen their online communication. Partnership working is implied through references to health professionals, schools, and voluntary organisations, but there is limited explicit explanation of how these agencies collaborate around the family, how information is shared, or how thresholds between different levels of support are managed. Given the emphasis in Working Together on joint thresholds and shared responsibility (Department for Education, 2023), there is scope for all three websites to do more to convey the collaborative nature of Early Help.
On balance, Norfolk appears to offer the most accessible and user-friendly online information for families, with Southwark close behind in terms of process explanation but less strong in navigation. Leeds has many strengths in terms of the breadth of its provision, yet its website does not currently provide a clear, coherent narrative of the Early Help system. 
The following table summarizes the comparative analysis of each council's performance across key criteria:
	Criteria 
	Norfolk 
	Southwark 
	Leeds 

	Clarity of Early Help 
	Explicitly uses "Early Help" with clear definitions.
	Explicitly uses "Early Help" with clear definitions.
	Does not explicitly frame services as Early Help.

	Explanation of Process
	Welcoming but less detailed on post-request steps.
	Offers structured descriptions of plans and meetings.
	Minimal information on assessment and planning.

	Navigation & Accessibility

	Intuitive layout with quick access to information.
	Fragmented site requiring multiple clicks for full picture.
	Content spread across numerous pages, harder to navigate.

	Multi-agency Collaboration

	Limited explicit communication on collaboration.
	Limited explicit communication on collaboration.
	Limited explicit communication on collaboration.

	Overall Assessment

	Most accessible and user-friendly information.
	Strong in process explanation but weaker in navigation.
	Strong service breadth but lacks coherent narrative.



6. Conclusion
This report has examined how three local authority websites – Norfolk, Leeds and Southwark – signpost the Early Help system and related family support services to families. Drawing on the Early Help System Guide (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities and Department for Education, 2022) and Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2023), it has outlined the key features of Early Help, including holistic assessment, lead practitioners and coordinated planning, and has emphasised the centrality of multi-agency collaboration. 
The analysis suggests that Norfolk County Council provides the most effective online signposting overall. Its use of clear, accessible language, combined with straightforward navigation and direct referral routes, means that families are likely to find it relatively easy to understand what Early Help is and how to ask for support. Southwark Council also performs well in terms of defining Early Help and describing aspects of the process, although its online information is more dispersed across different pages. Leeds City Council, while offering a broad and potentially rich Early Help offer in practice, does not yet communicate this clearly as a joined-up system on its website. 
Ultimately, effective online signposting is not simply about listing services; it is about telling a coherent story of how the Early Help system works locally and how families can move through it. In doing so, councils can help to reduce anxiety, build trust and encourage families to seek support earlier, which is at the heart of the Early Help agenda.

7. Recommendations
Based on this analysis, three broad recommendations can be made. First, all three councils should consider developing a dedicated Early Help “hub” page that sets out the local Early Help offer in one place, including what Early Help is, who it is for, how it is accessed, and what families can expect from the process. This page should explicitly reference key elements such as assessment, lead practitioners and multi-agency planning, in line with national guidance. 
Secondly, councils should make greater use of visual tools and interactive features to support families’ understanding. Simple flowcharts showing the Early Help journey, interactive maps of family hubs, and short videos or case studies of families who have used Early Help could all make the system feel more approachable and transparent. This would be particularly beneficial for families who may find dense text difficult to engage with. 
Thirdly, each council should review how well its website reflects the multi-agency nature of Early Help. This might involve more explicit explanation of the roles of different agencies, how information is shared, and how thresholds between universal, Early Help and statutory services are agreed. Providing links to local threshold documents and safeguarding partnership information in accessible language would help to situate Early Help within the wider safeguarding system and reassure families that agencies are working together, rather than in isolation. 
If implemented, these changes would not only improve digital communication but also support the underlying aim of Early Help: to ensure that children and families receive timely, coordinated support long before difficulties reach crisis point.
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