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a) [bookmark: _Toc222999788]Introduction

Local authorities in the United Kingdom have a critical role to play in the protection of children and assisting families. One of the foundations of this responsibility is the so-called Early Help system, which presupposes active assistance to families in advance before the complexity turns into the problem of statutory protection (Scholar and Shentall, 2025). A local authority website is often the initial stop of the parent, carer and professional who needs help in an ever-more online world. The online signposting of the Early Help services will have a direct bearing on whether or not a family receives timely help.

In this report, we will be looking at the communicative aspect of the Early Help system to the families through the digital platforms of three chosen local authorities: Norfolk County Council, Leeds City Council, and Tower Hamlets Council (Anisti et al., 2023). This report will analyse the accessibility, clarity and effectiveness of the information presented on their respective websites by assessing these websites. In addition, it will use the statutory frameworks, namely Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 and The Early Help System Guide, to put into perspective the significance of Early Help and multi-agency collaboration. The report ends with a comparative analysis and recommendations that eventually determine the best digital signposting to families by the three local authorities.






b) [bookmark: _Toc222999789]Explanation of the Early Help System

Early Help system is a methodology that is meant to identify and assist children, youths as well as their families once issues start to arise and not until the situation has escalated to a crisis level (Department of Education, 2022). Since the Department for the working together works in compliance with the statutory guidance created by the Department for Education, Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023, Early Help cannot be defined as an independent, single service; it is an approach that is a collaboration and a whole-system approach, encompassing universal, targeted, and specialist services.

The major goal of Early Help is to take the already existing strengths of a family and empower them to cope with their own problems to avoid any statutory intervention of social care (Research in Practice, 2022). It works based on a continuum of need. There is universal provision of services like schools, general practitioners (GPs), and health visitors, which are accessible to everybody and in most cases are the first to notice when a family may need extra attention. 

There is a maturity model given by the publisher of the Early Help System Guide, which is published by the Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities (DLUHC). The maturity model is an evaluation and development model of the Early Help provision of the local authority (Page et al., 2022). This guideline emphasises the need to have a whole-family approach. Any problem facing an adult, like debt, conflict with parents, or substance abuse, is bound to affect children in the family. Thus, effective Early Help examines and helps the family as one unit, which is interconnected. Notably, Early Help is completely voluntary; the intervention is based on the agreement and the active involvement of the family. The support is available at any point in the life of the child, both during pregnancy and up to adolescence, as well as up to the age of 25 in the case of young people with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND).
[bookmark: _Toc222999790]

c) Explanation of Multi-Agency Working

One of the main principles, which both Early Help and broader safeguarding rely on, is that no one agency can safeguard a child or help a family in a vacuum. Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023 starts with a chapter called A Shared Responsibility and makes a passionate statement that it is in everyone’s business to make early help (Cogley et al., 2025). This principle requires sound multi-agency working. Multi-agency working entails the collaboration of professionals in different fields- education, health, social care, housing, police and the voluntary sector in sharing information, resource pooling and aligning interventions. Within the existing statutory framework, three main safeguarding partners are in charge of local safeguarding arrangements, which include the Local Authority, the Integrated Care Board (ICB) and the Chief Officer of Police (Roy, 2022). 

Multi-agency working is operationalised in the context of Early Help in the form of Early Help Assessment (EHA). When a practitioner (e.g. a teacher or health visitor) recognises that a child has further needs, he or she, with the permission of the family, initiates an EHA (Guidance, 2022). This is an overall measurement of family strength and concerns. After the evaluation, a Team around the Family (TAF) is created. TAF is a multi-agency team that is customised to meet the needs that were highlighted in the EHA. 
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d) Evaluation of Each Local Authority Website

1. Norfolk County Council
The digital signposting of Early Help of Norfolk County Council is detailed but clearly organised. The site has a special section named Early Help and Children and Families, where Early Help is defined clearly as information, advice or guidance to families and children to ensure that they do not worry but turn into bigger problems (Council et al., 2025). 
Norfolk vehemently incorporates the Early Help System Guide suggestion of Family Hubs, which offer the main point of entry to online and face-to-face community services. One of the advantages is the distinct definition of services with an allusion to the Norfolk Continuum of Needs Guidance to enable users to comprehend how the levels of support are determined. Its collaboration with Just One Norfolk (an NHS partnership) offers a very good universal health and wellbeing portal.
Nonetheless, regarding the user experience, the site often becomes ambiguous with the distinction between information designed to be consumed by parents and the advice designed to be received by professionals (Barfield, 2023). Although there is a specific Information for early help professionals page, the direction to seeking support is overloaded with professional terms such as CADS (Children's Advice and Duty Service) and EHAP (Early Help Assessment and Plan). The combination of families and professionals is used in the Request for Support form, which, though effective administration-wise, may seem professional and even frightening to a parent who only wants to get advice.

2. Leeds City Council
The strategy of Leeds City Council is very branded, taking the form of its ambitious program, Child Friendly Leeds. Their description of Early Help is rather user-friendly, as it employs a Thrive model and a step-by-step approach that are outlined on the site as Getting help, Going from help to more help and Getting more help (Geddes et al., 2023).  
One of the Leeds site's strengths is the high number of One Minute Guides. These manuals take complex systemic arrangements, including the Early Help, Cluster Working, Family Hub, and even summative reports of the Working Together to Safeguard Children 2023, and divide them into very digestible and free documents. This manifests a strong belief in transparency and accessibility. Leeds describes the concept of multi-agency working in practice as explaining their model of a Cluster: geographical collections of schools and partners sharing funds to offer localised Early Help (Bimpson et al., 2023). 
The site makes a simple referral of families to Family Hubs and the "Early Help Front Door" team. Leeds is an excellent speaker who is sustained, restorative, often repeating that Early Help is cooperative and never coercive. The navigation is very user-friendly, with professional statutory advice being kept out of the family-facing pages.

3. Tower Hamlets Council
The Tower Hamlets Council pays special attention to the instant accessibility and integration into the community, which can be attributed to the borough with a great variety of people. Their Early Help opening page is properly marked as MAST Early Help and Children and Families Service (Sharpe et al., 2024). The core questions, such as what is Early Help? And who is it for? and What does it look like are concisely answered on the site, so the parents instantly know the nature of the service.
Tower Hamlets is a borough that is highly marketing its 12 Children and Family Centres and its newly developing network of Family Hubs. The difference between the universal and targeted services is described with the aid of commonplace examples, such as the affiliation of debt advice and parental conflict to targeted support that would assist the parents in self-defining their needs (Bernstock et al., 2023). 
Another important strength is the presence of parent-facing downloadable leaflets, which visually illustrate the process of getting help, Step 1, Step 2, Step 3, which demystifies the Early Help Assessment and the Team around the Family (TAF) meetings. Nevertheless, the location is using acronyms such as MAST (Multi-Agency Safeguarding Hub) at the beginning of the user experience.
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e) Comparative Analysis of Strengths and Weaknesses

Strengths
 The three councils have managed to implement the "Family Hubs" model proposed by The Early Help System Guide, where the hubs are used to anchor the online signposting (Selwyn, 2022). 
Leeds City Council is the best in structure clarity and plain English. Their One Minute Guides are an incredible resource that enables families by breaking down the complex language that is usually enveloping multi-agency social care. Leeds manages to isolate practitioner and family pathways too, preventing the parents from being bombarded by statutory procedures (Hayes, 2024). 
Tower Hamlets can boast of community-based communication. They are very successful in their use of visual, step-by-step, downloadable leaflets, which are specifically aimed at parents. They do best at being able to abstract an idea of what targeted services are and render it into an example that is closer to the real world (e.g. debt and budgeting help, parental mental health).
Norfolk has good integration with health services (through Just One Norfolk) and was strongly cohesive in terms of multi-agency digital integration as per the Working Together 2023 (Daly, 2023). Their description of the Continuum of Need aids in controlling expectations about the level of support that can be provided at various levels.

Weaknesses
 The leaking of professional terminology into parent-facing areas has been seen to be the most persistent weakness on the platforms (especially apparent in Norfolk and to a lesser degree in Tower Hamlets). Such terms as EHAP (Early Help Assessment and Plan), CADS, and MAST fall in the professional sphere (Murphy, 2022). As a family is in distress, facing clinical acronyms or being sent to a more general-purpose Request for Support portal, which looks like a statutory referral form (such as the one in Norfolk), may serve as a major psychological obstacle to seeking assistance.
Moreover, although Tower Hamlets offers nice leaflets, the design of their web pages is a bit old-fashioned in reference to Leeds and Norfolk, since one has to navigate through several text-based menus before locating the online referral forms. The digital front door of Norfolk is complete, but it is too formal and does not empathise or reassure the user at first, as it gives a lot of attention to the procedural aspects of the assessments.


[bookmark: _Toc222999793]f) Conclusion and Recommendations

To sum up, the three local authorities can be identified as having a strong engagement with the Early Help agenda, as their digital presence is in line with the requirements stipulated in the Working Together 2023 and the Early Help System Guide. Nonetheless, it seems that Leeds City Council boasts the best and most convenient information regarding the Early Help. By its ethos of Child Friendly Leeds, its unconscious "Thrive model" and its brilliant One Minute Guides, Leeds hit the best balance between statutory compliance and caregiving, parent-centric communication. Tower Hamlets is a close second, and quite admirable in the way it demonstrates the practical examples and parent leaflets, but it is somewhat limited by its webpage architecture.
 
To enhance signposting and accessibility of the Early Help page on local authority websites, it is suggested to provide the following recommendations:

Segregated Portals: The local authorities are advised to strongly separate their websites into portals: I am a Parent/Carer, and I am a Professional. This will avoid the families being stunned by the elaborate assessment criteria and statutory referral forms, which are intended to be used by practitioners.

Eradication of Jargon: Acronyms like EHA, TAF, CADS and MAST should not be used on the first pages of public view. The attention of language must be paid to the human component: "Get advice," "Meet with our team," or Family support plan.

Dominating Signposting on Homepages: Early Help is not supposed to be hidden under such menus as Social Care or Safeguarding menus, which have stigmas. There must be a friendly button of Family Hubs and Support that is close to the main homepage of the council.
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