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An Examination and Analysis of How the Early Help System is Signposted to UK Families through Local Authority Websites: A Comparative Study of Leeds City Council, Norfolk County Council and Southwark Council
1. [bookmark: _heading=h.95zt9ppq64z7]Introduction
The protection of children and family support are some of the key roles that health and social care services play in the UK. Family faces several problems ranging from social to financial and health aspects, which can negatively affect the well-being of the children if they are not offered appropriate assistance in time. Early Help means providing timely assistance when issues arise, as well as supporting the children and their families through joint effort without waiting until it reaches a stage where statutory assistance is required (Department for Education, 2023).
Local authority websites have a critical part in disseminating information about Early Help to parents, carers, and professionals. Well-written, easy-to-understand and organised information helps parents know what help is available and how they can get the help, they need from these services.
This paper examines the presentation of Early Help information on three English local authority websites: Leeds City Council, Norfolk County Council, and Southwark Council. The accessibility, clarity, navigability, referral process, and family help options on each website will be compared and evaluated. The final part of this report determines the most effective website and offers recommendations to enhance accessibility and public engagement.
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Figure 1: Overview of the Early Help approach within UK safeguarding services.
2. [bookmark: _heading=h.popqrv94i8j3]Explanation of the Early Help System
Early Help is a preventive measure, which detects and addresses the needs of children, young people and families in advance before any safeguarding issues that require statutory intervention become serious (WHO, 2021). It seeks to deliver early assessment and coordinated intervention and multi-agency cooperation in order to enhance the well-being of children and resilience of their families (Department for Education, 2024). Families might encounter various problems such as financial problems, parental mental health problems, domestic abuse, substance misuse, disability or poor school attendance (Children Act, 1989). The provision of support at an earlier stage decreases the chances of the development of the aforementioned problems (Department for Education, 2023).
The framework of Early Help is based on the Children Act 1989, where it is stated that the welfare of the child comes first, and the Children Act 2004, where the agencies' collaboration in protecting children becomes their new duty. Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2023) which states that safeguarding should be viewed as a collaborative process involving efficient partnership working and early intervention supports the above ideas.
According to The Early Help System Guide, Department for Education (2024), there is the promotion of strength-based, person-centered practice where the families play an active role in determining their needs and support planning. Some of the services offered include parenting programs, family support services, emotional well-being, housing, and financial guidance, youth support and referrals to voluntary organisations (Children Act, 2004).
With the increase in information accessibility through the internet, the websites run by local authorities become essential in conveying information about Early Help. Websites that are well structured with simple referral pathways will assist families and professionals in seeking assistance, but lack of such features can result in late intervention and non-engagement.
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Figure 2: The Early Help pathway from identification of need to coordinated family support.
3. [bookmark: _heading=h.2o18yye44rtj]Explanation of Multi-Agency Working
The term multi-agency working is referred to as the practice in which workers from different organizations collaborate together in identifying the needs, assessing them and assisting in the meeting the needs of the children, youth, and their families. It is mentioned in the Early Help framework that cooperation will be helpful in information exchange and holistic support to the family facing difficulties (Department for Education, 2023).
"Working Together to Safeguard Children" (Department for Education, 2023) explains the importance of multi-agency working in safeguarding. It entails cooperation between local authorities, health services, schools, police services and voluntary bodies through information sharing, joint decision-making and coordinated planning (Frost, 2020). This approach helps in early identification of risks, avoids duplication of services and ensures good outcomes for children (Children Act, 2004).
Professionals who are involved in the Early Help process comprise of social workers, health visitors, teachers, school nurses, general practitioners, educational psychologists, and family support practitioners (HM Government, 2018). The Early Help Assessment offers a standardized tool that helps in need assessment, strength identification, and support planning (Department for Education, 2024).
While multi-agency working can increase the effectiveness of family support, factors like poor communication, different organizational priorities, and lack of resources may affect its efficiency (Munro, 2019). For this reason, local authorities must have their websites that can inform about referral pathways, services and partnerships in order to provide effective family support (Featherstone et al., 2018).
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Figure 3: Multi-agency partnership supporting Early Help services.
4. [bookmark: _heading=h.154lzv90nkui]Evaluation of Leeds City Council Website
There is an excellent organisation of information on the Early Help services on the Leeds City Council website. It is included in the Children and Families section, which makes it easily accessible to parents, carers, and professionals for getting information. It can be notice that the website says that Early Help helps families before their issues turn into safeguarding issues, as it was mentioned in the Early Help System Guide (Department for Education, 2024).
The most prominent strength is that there is information available regarding what services one can get including parenting, children’s center, emotional well-being services, education, financial guidance, and family outreach programs. This information is provided in simple language so that everyone can understand (Department for Education, 2023). Navigating the site is easy with clear menus, internal links and contact details. Dedicated sections for families and professionals make the website more user-friendly by offering relevant information and referral pathways to the early help assessment documents (Leeds City Council, 2026).
In addition, the website also demonstrates the multi-agency working by elaborating on cooperation of social care, education, health services, police and voluntary agencies. It is align with the partnership working principles from Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2023).
Nevertheless, there are pages that have many pieces of texts, which might be hard for users in times of stress. Infographics, videos and multimedia can improve access to information, in particular, to those who do not have digital literacy. Overall, the website of Leeds conveys the idea of Early Help well due to relevant information, proper organization and partnership focus.
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Figure 4: Leeds City Council Early Help webpage
5. [bookmark: _heading=h.w6anevv85ft9]Evaluation of Norfolk County Council Website
The Norfolk County Council website gives a good structure and family-focused description of the Early Help services available. The definition of the Early Help is explained, saying that it is a service to identify early the problems that arise and provide support in a coordinated way before statutory help is needed, in line with the principles outlined by the Early Help System Guide (Department for Education, 2024).
One of the major advantages of this website is its clear structure. Information about Early Help services is grouped together under children’s services and allows users to find information about eligibility, the referral process and family support using appropriate sections. The use of simple language ensures that all this information will be understandable for parents, carers and different professionals with different safeguarding background. The website discusses a wide variety of services such as parenting programmes, emotional wellbeing, school attendance, special educational needs, domestic violence, housing, financial help and youth services (Norfolk County Council, 2026).
Multi-agency working is also stressed on the website as the website discusses cooperation among education, health service, children's social care, police, and voluntary agencies in providing help for families. The coordination of support plans according to families' needs as part of multi-agency working is discussed in line with the concept of Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2023).
In addition to this, there are several pages in which there is extensive text, hence reducing visibility of the referral information. There should be more utilization of infographics, icons, and instructional videos, which would enhance access to the website by individuals with lower literacy and digital skills. Generally, the Norfolk site is very good at disseminating information about Early Help.
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Figure 5: Norfolk County Council Early Help webpage
6. [bookmark: _heading=h.yt1ikg6w6fjy]Evaluation of Southwark Council Website
The Early Help Services are described on the Southwark Council website comprehensively from the family perspective (Southwark Council, 2026). Early Help is provided to children, young people and families in order to avoid turning problems into safeguarding issues, which is consistent with the preventive philosophy encouraged in the national guidance (Department for Education, 2023).
One of the advantages is that the website is user-friendly. Information about the Early Help, safeguarding, family support and referral is presented in clearly marked sections. Internal links make it easy to navigate between related webpages. Special professional sections have detailed information about referral process and assessment procedure. This makes it user-friendly for families and practitioners alike.
The site covers various types of help such as parent support, child development centres, emotional well-being services, domestic violence services, housing services, financial services, youth support and services for children with special needs. The person-centred way of offering these is emphasized in that the support is offered on a case-by-case basis in accordance with the Early Help System Guide (Department for Education, 2024).
The website also emphasizes the importance of multi-agency working whereby social services, educational services, health services, police and voluntary organizations work together in information sharing and coordinated planning as per Working Together to Safeguard Children (Department for Education, 2023).
Nevertheless, there is some referral information that necessitates the user to go through many pages, and more use of graphics like decision trees, infographics and videos would help with making the site more accessible. In general, the website is very effective at communicating Early Help through extensive information, partnership working and family-centred support.
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Figure 6: Southwark Council Early Help webpage
7. [bookmark: _heading=h.3z7r543th3xb]Comparative Analysis of the Three Local Authority Websites
From the literature review, it was noted that the councils of Leeds, Norfolk County, and Southwark have successfully communicated Early Help and implemented the guidance on safeguarding in terms of early intervention and multi-agency collaboration (Department for Education, 2023; 2024). At the same time, there are some distinctions in terms of accessibility and navigation. The best website belongs to Leeds that is characterised by clear structure, easy referral process, and family and professional guidance. Norfolk is also a good example thanks to clear language and abundant information that should be complemented by more visual materials. Southwark provides a lot of family support information but lacks clear navigation. All things considered, Leeds wins because it is the best at communicating Early Help services and enhancing accessibility to them.
Table 1: Comparative Analysis of the Three Local Authority Websites
	Evaluation Criteria
	Leeds City Council
	Norfolk County Council
	Southwark Council

	Clarity of Early Help information
	Excellent
	Very Good
	Very Good

	Website navigation
	Excellent
	Good
	Good

	Accessibility for families
	Excellent
	Very Good
	Good

	Explanation of multi-agency working
	Excellent
	Very Good
	Excellent

	Referral guidance
	Excellent
	Very Good
	Good

	Range of family support services
	Excellent
	Excellent
	Excellent

	Use of visual resources
	Good
	Satisfactory
	Satisfactory

	Overall effectiveness
	1st
	2nd
	3rd



[image: ]
Figure 7: Comparative strengths of Leeds City Council, Norfolk County Council and Southwark Council in communicating Early Help services.
8. [bookmark: _heading=h.jk4lydrnq69o]Recommendations
While all the three websites contain valuable information regarding Early Help, there are certain changes that can be implemented to make access to that information more effective. Web site navigation must be improved to ensure families' easy access to referral forms, criteria of eligibility and contacts (Shin et al., 2025). Using visual aids, such as infographics, flowcharts, videos and interactive tools, will allow making information more comprehensible for various users with different literacy and technical skills. Additionally, it is important to comply with digital accessibility standards by using multilingual content, screen reader support and mobile-friendly design (NSPCC, 2024). Furthermore, it is possible to strengthen the cooperation of local authorities with schools, GP surgeries, health visitors and community organizations to increase awareness of Early Help and to have better signposting of the services. Finally, reviewing of the web site content according to families and professional’s feedback will guarantee its relevance and accuracy.
9. [bookmark: _heading=h.7f5fgs1qbw0p]Conclusion
The Early Help system is an important aspect of safeguarding in England and helps to provide early intervention in order to prevent family problems from becoming worse. This report has analyzed the Early Help pages of the websites of Leeds City Council, Norfolk County Council and Southwark Council. The websites of all the three councils have successfully highlighted the aims of the Early Help program, services and need for collaboration across agencies in accordance with the national guidelines (Department for Education, 2023; 2024). However, certain variations have been found in terms of accessibility and user-friendly aspects of websites. Leeds City Council had the most successful website because of user-friendliness and accessibility of referrals. On the other hand, Norfolk had good information but needed more visual aids and Southwark needs to make its website more user-friendly (WHO, 2021). Overall, enhancement in digital accessibility and website designs will benefit families to access Early Help service effectively and efficiently.
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Table 1. Comparative evaluation of the effectiveness of Early Help communication Figure 7. Comparative strengths of Leeds, Norfolk and Southwark Council websites
across the three selected local authority websites. in communicating Early Help services.
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