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Introduction
Early Help services are provided to children‚ young people and families at the earliest point where need can be identified and met‚ before statutory action is required to safeguard them (Department for Education‚ 2023a). It is a principle of the United Kingdom's safeguarding system which seeks to lower the risk of need arising in the first place through prevention of vulnerable factors such as poverty‚ adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) and family breakdown (Featherstone et al․‚ 2022; Morris et al․‚ 2018). While Early Help services are well regarded in policy‚ access rates and outcomes are still considered patchy‚ in particular regarding information sharing with families․
This report examines how Early Help and family support services are promoted on the web pages of three local authorities in the United Kingdom: Leeds City Council‚ Nottinghamshire County Council and Tower Hamlets Council․ The accessibility‚ clarity‚ coverage and usability of each page are assessed․ This is particularly prominent given that families have become increasingly likely to look online for help (Ofcom‚ 2023).
The report is structured such that it first explores Early Help in the general safeguarding context‚ followed by a review of the role of multi-agency working‚ then an evaluation of the websites of the local authorities in question‚ before finally a synthesis and analysis of the two preceding chapters‚ followed by recommendations․

The Early Help System
The Early Help system seeks to provide help as early on as possible‚ in‌ order to help prevent statutory measures being taken in relation to a child for safeguarding reasons (Department for Education‚ 2023a). Early Help services may include parenting‌ support‚ mental health services‚ financial advice and educational support․ The‌ Early Help System Guide states that quality early help can improve better long-term outcomes for children while reducing demand for more expensive statutory services (HM Government‚ 2023).
The theoretical basis for Early Help‌ is preventative‚ as evidenced by the Early Help Assessment's focus on early identification of risk factors and offer of support (Allen‚ 2011). Evidence suggests that early intervention‌ can considerably reduce the chances of experiencing poor mental health‚ educational underachievement or criminal justice system involvement (Public Health England‚ 2019; Early Intervention Foundation‚ 2020). A related area of research is Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs), which show the long-lasting physical and mental health consequences of experiencing‌ trauma in childhood (Felitti et al․‚ 1998; Hughes et al․‚ 2017).
Despite this policy‚ Early Help services have been unevenly implemented across local authorities․ Studies have shown how austerity and cuts to public services have limited the availability and effectiveness of early intervention services (Webb and Bywaters‚ 2018; Hood et al․‚ 2020). However‚ poor awareness and communication strategies have been shown to result in families having difficulty accessing and using Early Help services (Morris et al․‚ 2018). It acts as a reminder that however sound the theory of Early Help‚ the practical implementation of Early Help is dependent on how accessible services are to families and therefore the websites of local authorities have a critical role to play at the interface between policy and practice․ However‚ if these are poorly designed or difficult to navigate‚ the preventative potential of Early Help is likely to be lost․

Multi-Agency Working in Early Help
Multi-agency working is a key‌ part of the Early Help system․ It includes working in partnership with‌ other agencies to provide support to families․ For example‚ this may involve social workers‚ healthcare‌ professionals‚ teachers‚ police‚ and voluntary sector organizations working together (HM Government‚ 2023). The statutory guidance Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) stresses the importance‌ of integrated working‚ communication and co-responsibility in safeguarding between the different organizations involved․ A rationale for multi-agency working is that children's needs are complex, and no single agency can cover‌ every aspect of a child's wellbeing (Atkinson et al․‚ 2007). It can lead‌ to earlier identification of risk‚ more holistic support and less duplication of services (Sloper‚ 2004; Carpenter et al․‚ 2019).
However, multi-agency working can be impeded by inter-agency barriers such as problems with communication‚ unclear roles and a silo mentality (Munro‚ 2011; Frost and Robinson‚ 2007), and by differing professional cultures and priorities (Horwath and Morrison‚ 2011). Such barriers can also lead to fragmented services․ This is especially relevant in Early Help work where timely‚ coordinated intervention is essential․ Access to information is also critical to effective multi-agency working: if families are unable to find out about services or know how to access them‚ then multi-agency working is unlikely to be effective․ Local authority websites can play an important part in supporting families through multi-agency working by signposting support which is available and how it can be accessed․ Although assessing local authority websites represents a valuable technical exercise‚ it is also a measure of how well the Early Help system is functioning in practice․

Examined Three Local Authority Websites
Leeds City Council
The Early Help information on the Leeds City Council website is relatively easy to navigate․ The Council have developed the website with user experience in mind and the Early Help information is only a couple of clicks from the home page in line with Leeds's child-centred safeguarding․ This aligns with standard digital accessibility best practice‚ which stresses easy navigation and low barriers to information (Cabinet Office‚ 2018). Language used on the Leeds site is fairly informal and contains relatively little jargon that might alienate families for whom written language is a barrier or for whom the social care system is unfamiliar (Morris et al․‚ 2018). The site gives clear information about services available to parents‚ youth and mental health and how and where you can access these services․
However, the website has some drawbacks: as opposed to the face-to-face service‚ it requires a basic level of digital literacy and confidence with online systems‚ which may exclude families in more vulnerable circumstances such as those living in poverty or being digitally excluded (Ofcom‚ 2023). Furthermore‚ whilst the information is clear‚ few visual aids (video and other interactive features) are included to support and aid accessibility for users․ Leeds shows a strong policy-practice alignment with Early Help principles through the clear digital information available, but the continued use of text-based communications suggests a lack of commitment to inclusive design․

Nottinghamshire County Council
Nottinghamshire County Council have a longstanding and developed approach to Early Help provision for safeguarding and children in need․ Their website provides a thorough range of information about the services available‚ referral processes and working together structures for professionals and contains relevant statutory guidance such as Working Together to Safeguard Children (HM Government‚ 2023). While this level of detail is helpful professionally‚ it causes great problems with accessibility․ The technical language‚ detail and information may be a barrier to non-specialist users like families in crisis who need to receive information from the resource simply and directly (Featherstone et al․‚ 2022). This dilemma is an example of a general tension within public service communication between accuracy and accessibility of information to the public․
The Nottinghamshire website does provide fairly effective internal navigation․ However‚ it requires the user to be willing to go through a number of web pages to access the information they require‚ which can dissuade them from using the service (LGA‚ 2022). This information‚ especially suited to professionals‚ is a huge advantage of the Nottinghamshire site․ However‚ it raises the question of whether the site's clear intention is to address the needs of and engage with professionals rather than families‚ which seems counterproductive given that Early Help is supposed to be an accessible‚ preventative service. Thus‚ Nottinghamshire‚ while rich in information‚ is less accessible and may not be as easy to use․

Tower Hamlets Council
Tower Hamlets Council is aware that families live in a range of social and economic circumstances․ A wide-ranging range of Early Help services are available to the families of Tower Hamlets․ The website gives examples of the range of services available to families for housing‚ employment and mental health․ However, it is not as well signposted as Leeds‚ and information can be a bit haphazard and scattered across multiple web pages․ This perhaps makes it harder to find and access help when families need it most (Ofsted‚ 2022).
Although the website shows cultural competency‚ the unclear navigation and access to support may reduce its effectiveness․ In areas where need is high such as Tower Hamlets‚ where families can experience multiple overlapping areas of disadvantage‚ clear and simple information is essential (Bywaters et al․‚ 2016)For example, Tower Hamlets' own website might provide a range of services but because there are so many options on the website‚ it . might not be the best method of delivery for people to find a service․ This reinforces the idea that the availability of services for Early Help is not enough‚ accessibility is just as important․

Comparative Analysis
A comparison of the web pages of the three local authorities found that Leeds City Council's website was the easiest to use to identify Early Help services because it was easy to navigate‚ used simple language and presented information about Early Help services in an easily accessible manner which is in line with best practice principles for digital services (Cabinet Office‚ 2018). In contrast‚ Nottinghamshire County Council provides the most information‚ but tends to be more difficult to use․ Official technical language and the amount of documentation provided is more suitable for a professional audience than family members․ This shows one of the major issues for Early Help: information richness does not guarantee accessibility․
Tower Hamlets Council is mid ranking․ The council delivers a wide range of services․ Navigation and presentation are inconsistent․ There is a knowledge of the diversity of community needs in the Tower Hamlets Council website‚ but it is sometimes complex․ The findings suggest that accessibility is the key factor‚ and that even with thorough services‚ poor communication and design can mean that services are not accessible and cannot be used effectively․ This is important‚ given the role of Early Help in preventing problems from escalating to statutory interventions. Furthermore‚ all three websites are based on a presumption of digital literacy which may be a barrier to disadvantaged groups and reflect structural inequalities in society such as the digital divide between low-income households (Ofcom‚ 2023).

Conclusion and Recommendations
The purpose of this report was to analyse and evaluate how three local authorities in the UK (Leeds‚ Nottinghamshire and Tower Hamlets) signpost Early Help provision on their websites. The report shows that all three authorities provide useful information‚ but the accessibility‚ clarity and usability vary. Leeds City Council was considered as the best site‚ due to its straightforward layout and clarity of information‚ while Nottinghamshire had more information but was more complicated to navigate due to the technical vocabulary․ Although Tower Hamlets had many services‚ it was considered difficult to navigate and inconsistent․
These findings suggest that Early Help is not only about the service provided‚ but also the ease with which families can find and access the support on offer․ Without this‚ it is unlikely the preventative aims of Early Help will be realised. To improve practice‚ local authorities may want to consider simplifying language‚ navigability of information on their digital platforms‚ using more visual and multilingual information and ensuring that they are creating digital inclusion for families who may face barriers to accessing support online․ To summarise‚ the need to improve access to Early Help information is not just about website design but also about how we keep families safe․
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