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Early Help System Signposting Report 
Introduction
 
Early Help is a key part of the United Kingdom's safeguarding system, providing early intervention and support to children, young people and families before difficulties escalate into more serious concerns requiring statutory intervention. The aim of Early Help is to identify emerging needs at the earliest opportunity and provide coordinated support that improves children's health, wellbeing and development. The Early Help System Guide states that professionals should work collaboratively with families to identify concerns, build on family strengths and provide timely support before problems become more complex (Department for Education, 2022).
 
Many families experience challenges such as poverty, unemployment, poor housing, domestic abuse and parental mental ill-health. These factors can have a significant impact on children's physical health, emotional wellbeing and educational outcomes. Marmot et al. (2020) highlight that health inequalities are closely linked to wider social and economic circumstances, while UNICEF UK (2024) reports that children living in poverty are more likely to experience poorer health and reduced life opportunities. The Office for National Statistics (2024) also identifies continuing inequalities affecting families across the UK, reinforcing the importance of accessible Early Help services.
 
This report critically evaluates how Leeds City Council, Nottinghamshire County Council and Southwark Council signpost Early Help and family support services through their websites. It compares the accessibility, clarity and comprehensiveness of the information provided, identifies the strengths and weaknesses of each website, and concludes with recommendations for improving online signposting to ensure children and families can access support at the earliest opportunity.
2. Explanation of the Early Help System
 
The Early Help system is a preventative approach designed to identify and respond to the needs of children, young people and families before problems become more serious and require statutory intervention. The Early Help System Guide defines Early Help as support provided when difficulties first emerge to improve outcomes and reduce the risk of long-term harm (Department for Education, 2022). Unlike child protection services, which intervene when there is significant risk of harm, Early Help focuses on prevention by providing timely, coordinated support that strengthens family resilience and promotes children's health and wellbeing.
 
Early Help is based on partnership working between families and professionals. Assessments are completed with the family's consent and consider the child's developmental needs alongside parenting capacity and wider environmental factors, including housing, education, employment and financial circumstances. Where support from several agencies is required, a Lead Professional coordinates services through a Team Around the Family (TAF) approach, ensuring families receive consistent and personalised support (Department for Education, 2022). This collaborative approach encourages families to engage with services at an early stage and reduces the likelihood of more intensive intervention later.
 
Poverty is recognised as one of the key factors increasing the need for Early Help. Financial hardship can contribute to poor housing, food insecurity, parental stress and limited access to health and educational opportunities, all of which can affect children's wellbeing. UNICEF UK (2024) reports that children living in poverty are more likely to experience poorer health and fewer life opportunities, while the Office for National Statistics (2024) highlights continuing social and economic inequalities across the UK. Consequently, Early Help aims to reduce these inequalities by signposting families to services such as financial advice, housing support, parenting programmes and mental health services (Marmot et al., 2020).
 
Early Help also forms an important part of the wider safeguarding framework. Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) emphasises that safeguarding is everyone's responsibility and requires agencies to work together to identify concerns early, share information appropriately and provide coordinated support before problems escalate (Department for Education, 2023).
 
3. Explanation of Multi-Agency Working
 
Multi-agency working is a collaborative approach in which professionals from different organisations work together to identify, assess and respond to the needs of children, young people and families. Within the Early Help system, no single agency can meet all of a family's needs. Instead, professionals share information, coordinate interventions and develop joint support plans to ensure families receive timely and appropriate assistance. This collaborative approach helps prevent problems from escalating and improves outcomes by identifying concerns and providing support at an early stage (Department for Education, 2023).
 
Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) states that safeguarding and promoting the welfare of children is the responsibility of everyone working with children and families. Effective multi-agency working depends on clear communication, appropriate information sharing and coordinated decision-making, while ensuring the child's welfare remains the central focus (Department for Education, 2023). Similarly, the Children Act 2004 places a legal duty on local authorities and partner agencies to work together to improve children's wellbeing through integrated services.
 
A range of professionals contribute to the Early Help process. Social workers assess safeguarding concerns, while schools and teachers often identify early signs of behavioural or educational difficulties. Health professionals, including GPs, health visitors and school nurses, monitor children's physical and emotional wellbeing, while police, housing services and voluntary organisations provide specialist support where required. Each agency contributes its expertise to develop a comprehensive understanding of the family's circumstances and provide coordinated interventions (NSPCC, 2024).
 
Poverty often increases the need for effective multi-agency working because families experiencing financial hardship may require support from several services at the same time. For example, a family may need housing assistance, financial advice, mental health support and educational services. A Lead Professional coordinates the support plan through the Team Around the Family (TAF) approach, ensuring services work together efficiently and reducing the need for families to repeat their circumstances. This coordinated approach promotes early intervention, strengthens family resilience and reduces the likelihood of statutory child protection intervention (Department for Education, 2022; Marmot et al., 2020).
4. Evaluation of Three Local Authority Websites
4.1 Leeds City Council
 
The Leeds City Council website provides comprehensive and accessible information about Early Help and wider family support services. The Early Help pages are easy to locate through the Children's Services section, making navigation straightforward for parents, carers and professionals (Leeds City Council, 2026). This reflects the Early Help System Guide, which emphasises that families should be able to access support quickly before concerns escalate (Department for Education, 2022).
 
A key strength of the website is its holistic approach. Alongside information about Early Help, it signposts users to Family Hubs, parenting programmes, SEND support, emotional wellbeing services, domestic abuse support and youth services. It also provides links to housing advice, financial support and cost-of-living assistance, recognising that children's wellbeing is influenced by wider social determinants such as poverty and housing (Marmot et al., 2020). UNICEF UK (2024) highlights that poverty increases the risk of poorer health and educational outcomes, making this integrated approach particularly valuable.
 
The website includes clear referral guidance and contact details for families and professionals. However, some pages contain a large amount of information, which may be difficult for users with low literacy or limited digital skills. Additional videos, Easy Read documents and multilingual resources would improve accessibility, as recommended by the Local Government Association (2023).
 
4.2 Nottinghamshire County Council
 
The Nottinghamshire County Council website provides clear information about Early Help and explains how families can access support before problems become more serious (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2026). Information is organised logically and written in straightforward language, making it accessible to both professionals and members of the public.
 
A particular strength is the explanation of the Early Help Assessment, referral process and the role of the Lead Professional. The website clearly describes how professionals work together to assess needs and coordinate support, reflecting the multi-agency approach promoted in Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) (Department for Education, 2023). Families are also signposted to parenting support, emotional wellbeing services, education support and safeguarding information, encouraging early intervention.
 
Although the website provides useful information, it gives less prominence to wider issues such as financial hardship, housing support and welfare advice. Poverty is recognised as a significant factor affecting children's wellbeing and family resilience (Marmot et al., 2020). Greater visibility of financial support services would strengthen the website's preventative focus. In addition, more visual resources and translated information would improve accessibility for families from diverse communities (NSPCC, 2024).
 
4.3 Southwark Council
 
Southwark Council provides a family-centred Early Help website that is easy to navigate and written in clear language. The website explains the purpose of Early Help and encourages families to seek support before difficulties become safeguarding concerns (Southwark Council, 2026). This reflects the preventative principles outlined in the Early Help System Guide and Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023) (Department for Education, 2022; Department for Education, 2023).
 
One of the website's strengths is its integration of Early Help with community-based services. Families are signposted to Family Hubs, parenting programmes, mental health services, domestic abuse support, youth services, SEND support and voluntary organisations. This demonstrates an understanding that safeguarding requires coordinated support addressing children's wider developmental, emotional and social needs (Ofsted, 2024).
 
The website also promotes partnership working by explaining how health, education, social care and voluntary organisations work together to support families. However, greater emphasis on financial support, housing advice and cost-of-living assistance would strengthen its response to poverty, which continues to affect children's health and educational outcomes (UNICEF UK, 2024). Additional multimedia resources and multilingual information would also improve accessibility for users with different communication needs.
5. Comparative Analysis
 
The evaluation of the three local authority websites demonstrates that all provide accessible information about Early Help and family support services. However, differences exist in the quality of information, ease of navigation and the extent to which wider family needs are addressed. Although each website reflects the principles of the Early Help System Guide and Working Together to Safeguard Children (2023), their approaches to signposting and supporting families vary (Department for Education, 2022; Department for Education, 2023).
 
Among the three websites, Leeds City Council provides the most comprehensive and user-friendly information. The website combines clear navigation with detailed guidance on Early Help, referral pathways and wider family support services, including Family Hubs, parenting programmes, mental health services, domestic abuse support and financial advice (Leeds City Council, 2026). By integrating these services, Leeds recognises that children's wellbeing is influenced by wider social determinants such as poverty, housing and parental wellbeing (Marmot et al., 2020). This holistic approach supports UNICEF UK's (2024) recommendation that reducing child poverty requires coordinated support across multiple agencies.
 
Nottinghamshire County Council performs well in explaining the Early Help Assessment process and the role of the Lead Professional, making the website particularly useful for understanding how multi-agency working operates in practice (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2026). However, compared with Leeds, there is less emphasis on financial wellbeing, housing support and cost-of-living assistance. As poverty remains a significant factor affecting children's health and development (Office for National Statistics, 2024), more visible signposting to these services would strengthen the website's preventative approach.
 
Similarly, Southwark Council provides a family-centred website with clear information about Early Help, community organisations and emotional wellbeing services (Southwark Council, 2026). Its focus on partnership working encourages families to seek support before concerns escalate. Nevertheless, the website could further improve accessibility by providing more multilingual resources, Easy Read information and clearer links to financial support. The Local Government Association (2023) highlights that digital services should be accessible to all families, regardless of language, literacy or digital ability.
 
Overall, Leeds City Council offers the most effective website because it provides comprehensive information, simple navigation and integrated signposting to a wide range of support services. Although Nottinghamshire and Southwark both demonstrate good practice, expanding financial support information, improving digital accessibility and increasing multilingual resources would help ensure that more vulnerable families can access Early Help quickly and effectively. These improvements would further support the government's commitment to early intervention, partnership working and reducing inequalities among children and families (Department for Education, 2023).
 
6. Conclusion and Recommendation 
 
Early Help is a fundamental component of the UK's safeguarding system, providing timely intervention to support children and families before difficulties escalate into statutory child protection concerns. The evaluation of Leeds City Council, Nottinghamshire County Council and Southwark Council demonstrates that all three local authorities effectively communicate the purpose of Early Help and provide access to a range of family support services. Their websites reflect the principles outlined in the Early Help System Guide and Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023, promoting prevention, partnership working and early intervention (Department for Education, 2022; Department for Education, 2023). 
 
However, differences were identified in the accessibility and comprehensiveness of the information provided. Leeds City Council was found to be the most effective because it presents clear navigation, comprehensive information and strong signposting to wider support services, including financial advice, housing assistance and Family Hubs. This holistic approach recognises that poverty and wider social inequalities significantly influence children's health, wellbeing and safeguarding needs (Marmot et al., 2020; UNICEF UK, 2024). Nottinghamshire and Southwark also provide valuable information but could strengthen their websites by making financial support, welfare advice and cost-of-living assistance more visible. 
 
To improve accessibility and user experience, local authorities should increase the use of visual resources such as videos, infographics and interactive self-referral tools, making information easier to understand for people with different literacy levels. Providing information in multiple languages and accessible formats would help ensure families from diverse communities can obtain support more easily. Councils should also strengthen signposting to community organisations, mental health services, housing support and financial assistance to address the wider determinants of family wellbeing. By continually improving online signposting and adopting a holistic, family-centred approach, local authorities can promote earlier intervention, reduce inequalities and improve long-term outcomes for children and families.
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