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 Introduction

The ‘Early Help’ system is the accumulation of different forms of support that provide families with opportunity to improve their resilience and outcomes whilst aiming to prevent risks from escalating. Furthermore, it is a fundamental part of safeguarding in the UK. Most families turn to their local authority website for information and guidance, making the clarity and accessibility of how Early Help is explained online is crucial. Providing a well-designed website facilitates families ability to navigate and find key information. 

This report explores how three different local authorities present Early Help and related family support services on their websites. It analyses what support is available as well as what information is available, how well it is structured and presented, how accessible it is for typical members of our community. The overall goal is to compare their approaches, identify strengths and weaknesses, and recommend improvements (Department of Education, 2022).

The aim of the help system is to build family’s capacity and resources in a way that allows them to manage their own difficulties, sort out their problems and prevent problems in the future. All involved services who have contact with children, young people and families who identify unmet need, as stated in the Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023, which places great emphasis on the crucial role it is to promote the welfare of children early on rather than reacting later. It also emphasis how Early Help must be provided as soon as a problem arises, at any stage in a child’s life (Early Help, 2023).

Multi -Agency Working 
Effective multi-agency working leads to better outcomes for families and children by bringing together professionals’ perspectives and knowledge with the use of a problem- solving approach (Welsh Government, 2025).

In relation to the Early Help system multi-agency working requires professionals to work together to identify needs, plan support, and deliver intervention. This approach acknowledges that every family has their own needs and for them to be responded to different domains will be required (Early Help, 2023). 

Whilst working together professionals are expected to follow guidelines and legislations such as the Children Act 1989 which established the paramount nature of the child’s welfare and the expectations and requirements around duties of care for children. They should also adhere to the Children Act 2004 which strengthens the Children’s Act 1989 by placing a duty on local authorities and partnership bodies to co-operate in safeguarding and promoting the wellbeing of children. To ensure they provide the best service whilst keeping the safeguarding and wellbeing of children paramount (Dixon S. et al, 2022). 


Evaluation of Each Local Authority Website 

Norfolk County Council 
What the website offers
The Norfolk County council website is a easy to navigate and informative layout website. It notes that support is available for families that are facing worries and have a child or young person up to 18 years of age (25 years for those with special educational needs and/ or disabilities).

The website also provides information on the Family Hubs approach which is used by the Council and states that support can be provided to the community both face-to-face and online (Norfolk County Council, 2025a). 

The Family Hubs section of the website follows a responsive design which provides members of the community with all the information and links to pages with information on the various types of support they may need, varying from Family hubs community fund to activities for children (Norfolk County Council, 2025b). 

On the website there is a “Request for support” page which allows families, volunteers, or professionals to complete an online form to ask for help- either for a specific service or general support. The request is then triaged to Early Help professionals who provide families with the appropriate support (Norfolk County Council, 2025c). 

Furthermore, the website provides information for professionals on reinforcing what their responsibilities are, how to undertake an Early Help Assessment and plan, how to deliver support, and information on training (Norfolk Safeguarding Children Partnership, 2023). 

Strengths 
· Easy to navigate and inclusive support: The website presents information in a clear layout, making the website transparent in the way it discloses vital information. It is made clear that Early Help is available from childhood to the age of 25 for those with special educational needs or disabilities placing emphasis on inclusivity. 
· Accessible referral routes from the main Early Help page. Which enables families, professionals, or volunteers to self- refer to services which they deem adequate considering the family’s needs. This increases accessibility. 
· Transparent strategy and thorough professional framework: The detailed professional guidance shows commitment to a systematic, structured Early Help system. Reassuring members of the community of a consistent and reliable provision. 
Weaknesses
· Providing family-based content alongside professional based content, may make the site feel overwhelming for a parent/carer who has no prior knowledge on the matter, and this may lead to them struggling to find information that is relevant to them. 
· Lack of simple language: The website does provide a summary of what Early Help is. However, there is no “quick guide” for families that want easy to read information on Early Help, whether it is relevant to them and how to get it – this may limit accessibility for some. 

Leeds City Council

What the website offers
The website presents a clearly defined “Early Help Front Door” model: it uses the Family Hub as the main access portal for Early Help support for families with dependent children up to 18 years of age, and for young people with special needs or disabilities. This approach provides families with the best possible outcomes (Leeds City Council, 2025). 

The Council uses a “One-minute-guide” that uses friendly-family language instead of bureaucratic language. It has a clear layout containing information on what Early Help is, why it matters and how to get it. The guide places emphasis on the Early Help support being voluntary, which gives parents or carers the opportunity to assess themselves based on their own needs, the needs of the child or young person in their care and allows them to establish whether this help is suitable for them and their family (Leeds City Council, 2025).  

The website provides clear and accessible contact routes. Offering a central telephone line (0113 535 0185) and email (family.hubs@leeds.gov.uk) encouraging families to call or email to clear any queries and staff can advise them whether a full Early Help assessment will be needed or not. The website emphasis how the use of conversation can ease families and save them time, instead of completing forms 

Strengths 
· Use of plain language: The one- minute guide (and PDF version) breaks down what Early Help is in non-technical language making the website useful for every member of the community and reducing barriers which families may face with the website.
· Flexible, low- threshold access: Encouraging families to call or email to receive direct information on what help they should seek, instead of completing forms to get information. Facilitating the process. 
· Multi- disciplinary support: The Early Help system brings diverse professionals together. Facilitating the provision for families to receive assistance on overlapping or complex issues in a coordinated manner. 
Limitations 
· Although there are seven different Family Hubs, the main page does not provide clear enough information which would allow parents or carers to know which hub is closest to them this being due to there being no interactive map. 
· While there is information on how to call or email for information on whether an Early Help support assessment is adequate. This may be difficult for those with no phone access, those that are unable to call during working hours and they may struggle. The lack of an obvious online self- referral form on the family- facing pages making the process a little longer and may deter some families from using it. 
· Potential limited accessibility for non- English speaking or low literacy families. As there is no explicit mention of translated versions or alternative easy formats such as easy to read, large text on the website. 


Southwark Council 

What the website offers
Southwark has a public page titled “About early help” which dives into the role of Early Help and how it should provide help that supports children and families to be safe, healthy and achieve their best potential. The page aims to address difficulties early and prevent escalation. The page clarifies which services are universal and which are targeted enabling families to be assured of what services are available to them (Southwark Council, 2024). 

The website defines who the service is tailored for: parents, children and families, whilst also covering children up to that age of 18 and those with special needs or disabilities up to the age of 25 (Southwark Council, 2025). 

The website provides referral pathways: a Family Help referral form must be completed and emailed to earlyhelp@southwark.gov.uk. There is also a phone line (020 7525 1922) which can be used for general enquiries, advise regarding new referrals or ongoing cases, education support, parenting support and signposting (Southwark Council, 2025)

For families that are seeking universal support, the Best Start Family Hubs page provides a “Find a hub near you” option- indicating and facilitating families ability to identify their local hub location (Southwark Council, 2025).

Strengths
· The website provides both community- levels support (for general support) and the Family Early Help targeted support. Providing a flexible system that can respond to families in a range of different ways whilst fulfilling their needs.
· The support is not narrowly limited as it has provisions for the inclusion of CAMHS (mental wellbeing), education inclusion and other branches. Which is of great importance as families’ difficulties are often inter-connected. 
· Local community hubs : The Best Start hubs are in community settings (libraries, leisure centres, community groups), which may reduce stigma, make families more likely to engage and help increase accessibility.

Weaknesses 
· Lack of plain- language: while the “About early help” page explains services, there is n obvious short, family friendly “one-page guide” (Like Leeds Council’s one-minute guide). This may limit accessibility, especially for families who lack knowledge on social care.
· Long and bureaucratic referral process.  To access Family Early help, families are required to download and complete a .docx referral form, then email it to the council. For families with limited or no access to Microsoft work or language difficulties this may pose as a barrier.
· The universal hubs (Best Start) information is on a different part of the website (Children & Family hubs) than the Family Early Help pages. This may be confusing for families especially if they are not sure whether they require “universal” or “targeted” support.

Comparative Analysis- strengths and weaknesses across the three authorities

After evaluating all three local authority websites, some common themes emerged- strengths in certain areas and common challenges. 



Strengths in General 
Clear recognition of Early Help as a system, not a single service: All three authorities treat Early Help as a broader approach rather than a single service. Norfolk refers to Early Help as a part of Prevention & Early Hel strategy (Jones, 2025 p. 5). Leeds explicitly describes Early Help as an approach the combination of universal and targeted support, delivered in a responsive way. Southwark distinguishes between universal hub-based support and targeted Family Early Help for more complex needs (Southwark Council, 2023). 

Use of community of- based hubs or family- friendly access points: All the council’s use models that reflect the principle of delivering support close to where families live- making access easier and less intimidating than a social service office. 

Recognition of multiple needs and the need for multi- agency support. Particularly in Leeds and Southwark, the websites describe multiple types of support for a wide range of issues and services. 

Weaknesses (common or varying)
Difficulty for families to navigate between targeted and universal support: In the Norfolk and Southwark websites, universal content sits alongside formal Early Help content. Families may struggle to know which section applies to them due to the lack of signposting or whether their concerns warrant targeted support. 

Possible delays as Southwark Council’s referral process involves an allocation meeting, therefore access may depend on consent and assessment – which could delay or could mean there are rejected referrals all in all this may discourage families in urgent need. 

Lack of uniformly simple, family- friendly explanations: Leeds stands out in providing a “one – minute guide”, however, Norfolk and Southwark seem to lack in this provision, as they do not have a simple quick guide that families can access. Limiting accessibility, for those unfamiliar with social services. 

Conclusion: Which local authority offers the most effective and accessible Early Help Information?
Based on the analysis above, Leeds City Council emerges as the local council amongst the three whose website is most effective and accessible in communicating Early Help and family support services. Several factors support this conclusion: 
The Early Help Front Door model is consistent and clearly presented as the main access route. Reducing confusion for families on where to go. Leeds’ use of a one- minute guide which uses plain language, coherent explanation of what Early Help is, who it accommodates, and how support can be accessed- making it accessible to everyone even families who lack social service knowledge. Providing both telephone and email assistance removes barriers for families who may be unable able to complete paperwork initially. Lastly, the family-led approach emphasises consent, early intervention, and empowerment- following the best- practice principles in safeguarding and prevention.


Recommendations 
Based on this comparative analysis, I recommend that the local authorities improve on certain aspects.

The local authorities should adopt an apparent and consistent “front door” model (e.g. Family Hubs), as this will help families navigate the website more efficiently and facilitate their ability of recognising where to start. They should all offer a “Find your local hub” tool not only the Southwark council, as this reduces friction and improves accessibility. Providing clear division between family content and professional- level documentation as this will allow parents or guardians to find family content in a simple way. Possibly even marking professional content as for professionals only. Lastly, including transparency on what families should expect- how quickly they’ll be contacted, what the process consists of – this will reduce fear about “entering a new system”. 

Conclusion 
In comparison to the other local authorities, Leeds City Council stands out as providing the most accessible, effective, and family- friendly Early Help information. It has a distinct Family Hubs model, with the use of plain- language, enough threshold contact routes, and provision for multi- disciplinary support which reflects a well- designed Early Help system that families can easily understand and access.

Southwark Council offers a strong and coherent support network which combines universal community hubs and targeted Family Early Help- integrating mental health, education, parenting and social care support. However, the structure and long referral process may pose accessibility barriers for some families. 

Norfolk County Council uses a far- reaching Early Help support including early childhood support, community hubs and online referral- although presentation is less family-centred, with professional content mixed into the website, which redices clarity and accessibility for families with little knowledge on social care systems. 

Because Early Help relies on early identification, multi- agency working, and voluntary family engagement, the way in which information is presented by local authorities is crucial. Investing in simple, family- orientated guidance, accessible, clear contact routes and community-based hub provision will help families get the adequate support from Early Help as they will be confident on the process of the system. 
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