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An examination and analysis of how the “Early Help” system is signposted to UK families by local authority website 
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 Early Help has become and fundamental aspect of safeguarding children and supporting families across England. It aims to identify emerging needs at the earliest opportunity to provide coordinated support before problems expand into statutory intervention. Rather than waiting until children are at risk of significant harm, Early Help promotes prevention, resilience, and positive outcomes through collaborative working between professionals and families. Effective Early Help depends not only on the availability of services but also on how easily families can locate and access information about those services.
Local authority websites have become the primary source of information for parents, carers and professionals seeking support. These websites play an important role in signposting available services, explaining referral pathways, and encouraging families to seek help at early stages. Accessible, accurate, and user-friendly digital information can reduce barriers to support and encourage earlier engagement with the services.
This report examines how three local authority websites -Leeds City Council, Norfolk County Council, and Southwark Council -communicate information about Early Help. It explains the principles of the Early Help system and the importance of multi-agency working before evaluating the effectiveness, accessibility and clarity of each website. The report concludes with a comparative analysis and recommendations for improving digital communication of Early Help services.

The Early Help system 
The Early Help system is designed to provide support children, young people, and families as soon as additional needs are identified. It represents a preventative approach to safeguarding by offering coordinated services before concerns become severe enough to require statutory social care intervention. Early Help is voluntary and relies upon the consent and active participation of families 
The Early Help system Guide explains that Early Help should be responsive child  centred, and focused n improving outcomes through early identification of need. It emphasises that support should be proportionate to the family’s circumstances and should involve collaborations between professionals from education, health, social care, housing, voluntary organisations, and any other relevant agencies. The overall aim is to strengthen family resilience while reducing the likelihood of long-term difficulties.
  The Early Help process generally begins when concerns are identified by professionals or family members.  A discussion with parents is followed by an assessment of strengths, needs, and risks. Where appropriate, an Early Help Assessment is completed to develop a coordinated support plan.  One practitioner often assumes responsibility as the Lead Professional to coordinate communication between agencies and ensure agreed actions are completed effectively.
Government guidance highlights that successful Early Help relies upon trusting relationships between professionals and families. Parents are more likely to engage when services are accessible, respectful and clearly explained. Consequently, local authority websites have an important responsibility to provide straightforward information about available support, referral processes, eligibility criteria, and contact details. If information is difficult to locate or understand, families may delay seeking assistance, reducing the effectiveness of preventative intervention.

Furthermore, effective signposting supports professional who regularly use local authority websites to identify appropriate services for children and families. Well designed digital resources therefore contribute directly to early intervention and improved safeguarding outcomes.
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Multi-agency working forms the founding of effective Early Help. Children and families often experience complex and interconnected difficulties that cannot be addressed by one organisation alone. Collaborative working enables professionals, from different disciplines to combine expertise, share information accurately, and coordinate interventions that meet the holistic needs of the child.
The statutory guidance Working Together to Safeguard Children 2026 emphasises that safeguarding is everyone’s responsibility. Schools, health services, police, local authority, early years providers, housing services and voluntary organisations all have a shared duty to protect children and promote their welfare. Effective collaboration prevents duplication of services, improves communication, and enables earlier identification of emerging concerns.
Information sharing is a particularly important component of multi-agency working. Professionals must balance confidentiality with the need to safeguard children by sharing relevant information lawfully and proportionately. Timely communication allows practitioners to build a comprehensive understanding of family’s circumstances and coordinate appropriate interventions before difficulties escalates.
Another significant feature of multiagency working is appointment of a Lead Professional. This individual acts as the main point of contact for the family, coordinates meetings, monitor progress, and ensures that agencies work towards shared objectives. The Lead Professional reduces confusion for families by preventing multiple professional from working independently without coordination.

Despite its advantages also presents challenges. Differences in organisational priorities, communication systems, funding arrangements, and professional’s cultures can hinder collaboration. Delays in information sharing or unclear responsibilities may reduce effectiveness of Early Help intervention. Consequently, local authority websites should clearly explain how different agencies work together, helping families understand the support available and the roles of different professionals.
Overall, effective multi-agency working strengthens safeguarding practice by providing coordinated, family-centred support that addresses multiple needs simultaneously, it remains one of the most important principles underpinning the Early Help system.
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Leeds City Council provides on the most comprehensive and user-friendly Early Help websites among the three local authorities selected. The website has recently redesigned using feedback from families, practitioners’ community organisations to improve navigation, accessibility and the organisation of information. The council recognised the previous information was fragmented and difficult to locate, therefore developed central online hub that enables families to find support quickly.
A major strength of the Leeds website is the clarity with which it explains the purpose of Early Help. Rather than focusing solely on safeguarding, the website emphasises that support should be available as soon as difficulties begin to emerge. Families are informed that Early Help can provide assistance with parenting, emotional wellbeing, children’s behaviour, domestic abuse, financial pressures, housing concerns, and special educational needs. This preventative approach closely reflects the principles outlined in Early Help System Guide, which promotes intervention before problems escalates.
Another significant strength is the strong emphasis on multi-agency working. The website explains that Early Help is delivered through partnership between education, health services, children’s social care, police, voluntary organisations and community services. It promotes the principle of providing the right help at the right time and highlights collaborative working across agencies to improve outcomes for children and families.
The introduction of Family Hub further strengthens Leeds online offer. Families can access support from wide range of professionals in one location, including early help practitioners, mental health coordinators, SEND specialist, domestic abuse workers, and substance misuse coordinators. Bringing services together into one accessible location reduces barriers to accessing support and reflects current national policy encouraging integrated family services.
Accessibility is another notable strength. Information is organised around common family needs rather than council departments, making it easier for parents to understand where to seek help. The website includes clear referral pathways, contact details and links to local community organisations. It has also been designed to function effectively on mobile devices, recognising that many families access information using smartphones. The website has demonstrated a strengths based approach. Rather than presenting families as experiencing deficits, it encourages partnership between professionals and parents, recognising that families posses existing strengths that can be difficult upon through appropriate support. This reflect contemporary Earl-y Hel practice and aligns with the Working Together To Safeguard Children (2026) guidance, which promotes collaborative decision making with families.

Despite these strengths, some limitations remain. Although the website provides extensive information, the large amount of content may initially feel overwhelming for families experiencing crisis. Parents with lower literacy levels, limited English or poor digital skills may still experience difficulties navigating the information despite improvements to accessibility. in addition, some specialist’s information remains separated into practitioner guidance, meaning families may occasionally need support from professionals to locate the most appropriate services.
Overall, Leeds City Council provides a highly effective and accessible Early Help website. Its clear explanations, integrated Family Hub model, emphasis on partnership working and user-friendly centred design demonstrates good practice in communicating Early Help Services. Compared with many local authorities, Leeds offers a comprehensive online resource that enables families to understand available support and access services at an early stage, making it a strong example of effective Early Help communication.
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Norfolk county council provides detailed information regarding its Early Help services and adopts a preventative approach consistent with nation guidance. The website explains that Early Help aims to improves children’s outcomes by providing timely support through coordinated services before statutory intervention becomes necessary.
One of the websites major strengths is the range of family support services described. Information includes parenting programme, emotional wellbeing support, school attendance assistance, finance advice, domestic abuse services, and mental health resources. The breadth demonstrates an understanding that children’s needs are interconnected and required holistic support.
The Norfolk website also explains the referral process clearly. Parents, carers and professionals are provided with guidance on how referrals can be made and what families should except following assessment. The transparency may reduce anxiety and encourage earlier engagement with services.
The website also highlights the importance of partnership working between education, health, children’s services, and voluntary organisations. This reflects the statutory expectation that safeguarding responsibilities are shared across agencies.
Despite these positives features, navigation can sometimes be challenging because relevant information is spread across multiple webpages. Families unfamiliar with local authority websites may need to search extensively before locating the information they require. Greater use of quick links or a dedicated Early Help information hub would improve usability.
Additionally, while the information’s is comprehensive, there is comparatively less use of visual aids such as diagrams, infographics, or frequently asked question. These additions could improve understanding for families with varying literacy levels.
Overall Norfolk provides high quality information but could further improve the user experience through simplified navigation and enhanced visual presentation.
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Southwark presents Early Help within a boarder framework of children’s and family services. The website clearly communicates the importance of supporting families at the earliest opportunity and highlights collaboration between local services to improve children’s wellbeing.
One of the websites strongest features its is emphasis on family centred practice. Information encourages parents and carers to seek support problems becomes more serious and explains that Early Help is based on voluntary engagement and partnership working. This approach aligns closely with the principles combines the Early Help System Guide.
The Southwark website provides useful contact information, referral guidance, and links to family support services., including children’s centres, parenting advice, youth services, and mental health support. The availability of online contact forms makes services more accessible for many families.
 The website also reflects the importance of multi-agency collaboration by explaining how schools, health professionals, social workers, and voluntary organisations work together to support children and families.
Nevertheless, some limitations were identified. Compared with Leeds, southwark provides less detailed explanations of the Early Help Assessment process and the responsibilities of the Lead Professionals. Families unfamiliar with safeguarding terminology may therefore have less complete understanding of what to expect once support before.
Furthermore, although the website contains useful information, several pages require multiple clicks to access key guidance. Improving navigation and introducing more visual content would enhance user engagement.
Overall, Southwark offer reliable and accessible information  but could strengthen its website by providing greater detail regarding assessment processes and simplifying navigation pathways.
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The evaluation demonstrates that all three local authority websites comply with the principles of Early Help establishment within national safeguarding guidance. Each authority promotes early intervention, family centred support, and collaborative working between agencies.
Among the three websites, Leeds city council provides the most comprehensive and accessible presentation of Early Help services. Its logical structure, straightforward navigation, and integration with wider safeguarding information make it particularly effective for both families and families.
Norfolk county council offers extensive information covering a wide range of support services. However, the organisation of content across multiple webpages makes navigation less intuitive than Leeds.

Southwark council successfully communicates the importance of Early Help and partnership working but provides comparatively less detail regarding assessment procedures and practitioners roles. Although the information is accurate and informative, improvements to navigation and consent depth would enhance accessibility.
A common strength across all three websites is their commitment to promoting prevention rather than crisis intervention. Each authority clearly reflects the national policy objective of providing support before problems escalates.
However, all three websites could improve accessibility by using simpler language, providing translations into additional community languages, increasing the use of visual resources such as infographics and videos, and ensuring that essential information can be located withing fewer clicks.
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Erly Help is a vital component of safeguarding practice in England, providing timely intervention to children and families before concerns escalates to the level of statutory social care. National guidance emphasises that Early Help is most effective when agencies work collaboratively, families are actively involved in decision making, and information about available services is accessible. Local authority websites therefore play an important role in signposting families to appropriate support and encouraging early engagement with services.
The evaluation of the websites of Leeds County Council, Norfolk County Council, and Southwark Council demonstrates that each authority effectively promotes the principles of Early Help and multi-agency working. All three websites provide information on available services, referral pathways, and the importance of the partnership working between professionals. However, differences were identified in the quality of communication and ease of access. Leeds City Council offers the most comprehensive and user friendly website, with well-structured information, clear navigation, and effective links with wider family support services. Norfolk County Council provides extensive information but could improve navigation and simplify access to key features. Southwark Council successfully promotes family centred support but would benefit from more detailed explanations of the Early Help Assessment process and enhanced website accessibility.
Overall, Leeds City Council is the strongest example of effective digital signposting of Early Help services. Nevertheless, all the three authorities could further improve their website by using clearer language, increasing the availability of multilingual resources, incorporating visual information such as videos and infographics, and ensuring that key guidance can be accessed quickly. These improvements would strengthen public understanding of Early Help, encourage earlier access to support, and contribute to better outcomes for children and families.
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Local authorities should simplify website language to ensure information is understandable for families with different literacy levels.
Websites should provide translated content and accessibility features for families whose first language is not English and for users with disabilities 
Interactive resources, including videos, infographics, and frequently asked questions, should be introduced to improve to user engagement.
Navigation should be simplified so that Early Help information can be accessed within a small number of clicks.
Local authorities should regularly review and update website content to ensure it reflects current legislation, guidance. And services available.
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