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An Examination and Analysis of How the ‘Early Help’ System is Signposted to UK Families by Their Local Authority Website
Introduction
Early Help is a preventative approach designed to support children, young people and families before problems escalate into more serious difficulties requiring statutory intervention. The Department for Education (DfE, 2023) defines Early Help as support provided as soon as a concern emerges at any stage of a child’s life. This approach recognises that timely intervention can improve outcomes for children while reducing the likelihood of long-term social, educational and health-related difficulties.
In recent years, increasing levels of child poverty, mental health concerns, domestic abuse and family instability have placed significant pressure on health and social care services across the United Kingdom (Marmot et al., 2020). As a result, Early Help has become a key component of safeguarding and family support policy. Local authorities play a central role in delivering and coordinating Early Help services, and their websites often represent the first point of contact for families seeking support.
The accessibility and effectiveness of local authority websites can significantly influence whether families engage with available services. Therefore, it is important that websites clearly communicate information regarding support services, referral processes and partnership arrangements. This report examines how the Early Help system is signposted through the websites of Leeds City Council, Norfolk County Council and Tower Hamlets Council. The report will explore the principles of Early Help, the importance of multi-agency working, evaluate each website, compare their strengths and weaknesses, and provide recommendations for improvement.
Explanation of the Early Help System
Early Help is a fundamental aspect of modern child and family support services. It aims to identify needs at the earliest opportunity and provide intervention before concerns escalate into safeguarding issues or crises. According to the Early Help System Guide (Department for Education, 2023), Early Help is most effective when support is provided promptly and tailored to the specific needs of children and families.
The concept is based upon prevention rather than reaction. Instead of waiting until problems become severe, professionals work collaboratively with families to address concerns at an early stage. These concerns may include poor school attendance, emotional wellbeing difficulties, parental mental health problems, domestic abuse, financial hardship, housing difficulties or substance misuse. By addressing these issues early, services can prevent negative outcomes and promote long-term wellbeing.
Research demonstrates that early intervention can significantly improve outcomes for children and families. The Early Intervention Foundation (2023) argues that preventative support contributes to better educational achievement, improved family relationships and enhanced emotional wellbeing. Furthermore, Bywaters et al. (2024) suggest that effective Early Help can reduce inequalities by ensuring vulnerable families receive support before problems intensify.
Contemporary Early Help practice is strongly influenced by strengths-based approaches. Rather than focusing solely on risks and deficits, practitioners work alongside families to identify strengths, resources and protective factors that can support positive change. Morris et al. (2020) argue that strengths-based practice promotes empowerment and encourages families to become active participants in decision-making processes.
A significant development within Early Help has been the introduction of Family Hubs. Family Hubs provide a central location where families can access a range of services including parenting support, health advice, emotional wellbeing services and practical assistance. The Department for Education (2024) identifies Family Hubs as a key mechanism for improving service accessibility and promoting integrated support.
Therefore, Early Help is not simply a service but a coordinated system of support that seeks to improve outcomes through early intervention, prevention and partnership working.
Explanation of Multi-Agency Working
Multi-agency working refers to collaboration between different organisations and professionals to support children, young people and families. It is widely recognised as an essential component of effective Early Help provision because family difficulties are often complex and require expertise from multiple sectors.
Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2023) emphasises that safeguarding and promoting the welfare of children is a shared responsibility. Consequently, professionals from education, health, social care, police services, housing providers and voluntary organisations must work together to identify needs and provide coordinated support.
The importance of multi-agency working is supported by contemporary research. Care Quality Commission et al. (2024) found that effective partnership working improves early identification of need, enhances safeguarding arrangements and reduces duplication of services. Similarly, the Local Government Association (2023) argues that integrated approaches enable professionals to develop a more holistic understanding of family circumstances.
Multi-agency working benefits families by providing coordinated support rather than fragmented interventions. For example, a child experiencing poor school attendance may also be affected by parental mental health concerns, financial hardship or housing instability. Through collaborative working, professionals can address these interconnected issues more effectively than individual agencies working independently.
Within Early Help systems, professionals such as social workers, health visitors, teachers, police officers, family support workers and youth workers contribute specialist knowledge while working towards shared goals. This collaborative approach reflects integrated care principles and acknowledges the impact of wider social determinants on health and wellbeing (White et al., 2021).
Although multi-agency working offers significant benefits, challenges remain. Differences in organisational priorities, communication systems and professional cultures can sometimes create barriers to effective collaboration. Consequently, local authorities must ensure that partnership arrangements are clearly structured and communicated. The extent to which this is visible through local authority websites forms an important part of evaluating the effectiveness of Early Help signposting.
Evaluation of Leeds City Council Website
Leeds City Council provides a comprehensive and detailed Early Help website that clearly reflects the authority’s commitment to preventative intervention and family-centred practice. One of the website’s greatest strengths is the amount of information available to both families and professionals. The website clearly explains the purpose of Early Help and promotes the principle of providing “the right conversation with the right person at the right time,” demonstrating a proactive approach to supporting children and families before concerns escalate.
A significant strength of the Leeds website is its emphasis on strengths-based and family-led practice. Information throughout the website encourages collaborative working between professionals and families, reflecting contemporary approaches to social care that prioritise empowerment, participation and resilience (Morris et al., 2020). This aligns with national policy guidance which highlights the importance of involving families in decision-making and support planning (Lonne, Harries and Featherstone, 2022).
The website also provides extensive information regarding Family Hubs, Early Help assessments, referral pathways and safeguarding arrangements. This level of detail enables users to gain a clear understanding of available services and how support can be accessed. Furthermore, evidence of partnership working is highly visible. The website highlights collaboration between schools, health services, social care teams and community organisations, demonstrating an integrated approach to supporting families.
However, despite its strengths, the website’s extensive content can also be viewed as a weakness. Families experiencing immediate difficulties may find the volume of information overwhelming. Several sections appear primarily aimed at professionals and contain terminology that may not be easily understood by members of the public. Research suggests that complicated digital information can create barriers to service access, particularly for vulnerable families or individuals with lower levels of digital literacy (Featherstone et al., 2018).
Additionally, although the website contains a large amount of useful information, users often need to navigate across multiple pages to locate specific services. This may reduce efficiency and potentially discourage engagement. Therefore, while Leeds provides one of the most comprehensive Early Help websites examined, improvements to navigation and simplification of language could enhance accessibility for families.
Overall, Leeds demonstrates excellent commitment to Early Help principles and partnership working, but its effectiveness could be strengthened through a more user-friendly design focused on family accessibility.
Evaluation of Norfolk County Council Website
Norfolk County Council presents Early Help information through its Best Start Family Hub model, creating a highly accessible and family-focused online experience. Compared with the Leeds website, Norfolk adopts a simpler and more user-centred approach, making it easier for families to identify available support and understand how to access services.
One of the website’s greatest strengths is its accessibility. Information is presented using clear and straightforward language, reducing the likelihood of confusion among service users. This reflects best practice in public communication, which emphasises the importance of presenting information in ways that are understandable to diverse audiences (Local Government Association, 2023). The website clearly outlines the purpose of Early Help, who can access support and how referrals can be made.
The Family Hub model is particularly effective because it provides a single point of access to multiple services. Families can access information regarding parenting support, emotional wellbeing, child development and practical assistance without navigating through numerous disconnected webpages. The Department for Education (2024) identifies Family Hubs as an important mechanism for improving service accessibility and strengthening early intervention systems.
Norfolk also demonstrates strong evidence of partnership working. Information on the website highlights collaboration between schools, health professionals, social care services and community organisations. This reflects the multi-agency approach promoted within Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2023). Furthermore, separate information is available for both families and professionals, ensuring that different user groups can easily access relevant resources.
Despite these strengths, Norfolk provides less professional detail than Leeds. Practitioners seeking detailed information regarding assessment processes and operational guidance may need to access additional documents or resources. Some specialist services are also accessed through external links, which can occasionally interrupt the user experience.
Nevertheless, Norfolk successfully balances accessibility, clarity and service information. Its straightforward design and family-centred communication style make it highly effective in supporting families to identify and access Early Help services. Consequently, it can be argued that Norfolk provides the most accessible website of the three local authorities examined.
Evaluation of Tower Hamlets Council Website
Tower Hamlets Council delivers Early Help services through a strongly integrated framework centred on the Multi-Agency Support Team (MAST). This approach is clearly reflected throughout the website and represents one of its most significant strengths. The website communicates a clear commitment to partnership working and demonstrates how multiple agencies collaborate to support children and families.
A notable strength of the website is the visibility of referral pathways. Families and professionals can easily identify how to access support, who is eligible and which services are available. The website explains the role of the MAST in coordinating referrals and ensuring that families receive support from the most appropriate services. This integrated approach aligns closely with contemporary safeguarding guidance, which highlights the importance of coordinated intervention and information sharing (Baginsky et al., 2021).
The website also demonstrates strong evidence of multi-agency collaboration. Information is provided regarding partnerships between education services, health providers, social care teams, police services, housing organisations and voluntary sector agencies. Recent inspections have highlighted the importance of such integrated approaches in improving outcomes for children and reducing service fragmentation (Care Quality Commission et al., 2024).
Tower Hamlets further benefits from its focus on Family Hubs and community-based support services. The website promotes prevention and early intervention while emphasising the importance of addressing wider factors that affect family wellbeing. This reflects contemporary understanding of the social determinants of health and child development (Marmot et al., 2020).
However, compared with Leeds and Norfolk, the website provides less detailed information regarding specific Early Help interventions. While referral processes are clearly explained, some families may require more information regarding what support will involve following referral. Furthermore, the website contains fewer visual resources and interactive features that could improve engagement and accessibility.
Despite these limitations, Tower Hamlets effectively communicates the importance of partnership working and provides clear pathways for accessing support. Its greatest strength lies in its strong emphasis on integrated service delivery and multi-agency collaboration.
Comparative Analysis of the Main Strengths and Weaknesses of How the Local Authority Websites Communicate the Early Help and Other Support Services Available to Families
The analysis of Leeds, Norfolk and Tower Hamlets demonstrates that all three local authorities are committed to promoting Early Help and supporting children and families through preventative intervention. However, important differences exist in relation to accessibility, communication style, navigation and evidence of partnership working.
Leeds provides the most comprehensive information. The website offers extensive guidance regarding Family Hubs, Early Help assessments, safeguarding procedures and family-led practice. This level of detail is beneficial for professionals and demonstrates a strong commitment to transparency. However, the volume of information can reduce accessibility for families seeking immediate support. While comprehensive, the website occasionally prioritises professional language over user-friendly communication.
Norfolk adopts a markedly different approach by prioritising accessibility and simplicity. The Family Hub model creates a clear structure through which families can access support, while the use of straightforward language reduces barriers to engagement. Contemporary research suggests that accessible communication is crucial in encouraging early help-seeking behaviour (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2023). Although Norfolk provides less detailed professional guidance than Leeds, its user-centred design makes it particularly effective for families accessing support for the first time.
Tower Hamlets distinguishes itself through its strong emphasis on multi-agency working. The MAST model provides a clear example of integrated service delivery and demonstrates how agencies collaborate to support families. This reflects recommendations within Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2023) and aligns with current policy priorities regarding integrated care. However, the website provides less information regarding the practical nature of support interventions compared with Leeds and Norfolk.
When considering the primary purpose of local authority websites, namely to help families identify and access support, Norfolk appears to perform most effectively. While Leeds provides the greatest depth of information and Tower Hamlets demonstrates the strongest partnership model, Norfolk achieves the most successful balance between accessibility, clarity and user experience. Families can quickly identify available services, understand referral pathways and access support without being overwhelmed by complex information.
Therefore, Norfolk can be considered the most effective website overall, while Leeds provides the strongest professional resource and Tower Hamlets offers the clearest example of integrated multi-agency working.
Conclusion with Recommendations 
Early Help plays a crucial role in supporting children, young people and families before difficulties escalate into more serious concerns. Effective online signposting is therefore essential to ensure families can access support quickly and confidently. The findings of this report indicate that Leeds, Norfolk and Tower Hamlets all demonstrate strong commitment to Early Help, Family Hubs and multi-agency collaboration.
Among the three authorities, Norfolk provides the most effective overall website due to its accessible language, clear navigation, family-centred approach and straightforward referral pathways. Leeds offers the most comprehensive information but could improve accessibility by simplifying content and reducing information overload. Tower Hamlets demonstrates excellent partnership working through its MAST model but could strengthen its website by providing more detailed information regarding available interventions and support services.
To improve online signposting, local authorities should consider increasing the use of visual resources such as videos and infographics, simplifying professional terminology, improving mobile accessibility and providing multilingual content to support diverse communities. Clearer referral pathways and more interactive guidance tools could also enhance user engagement.
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